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As a result of federal accountability policies, achievement level labels from 
statewide assessments are ascribed to public school students 17 times between grades 3 
and 12. Depending on students’ performance and state of residence, they may be labeled 
inadequate or in need of support, below proficient or approaching expectations, level 3 or 
on track—to name a few examples. These labels are delivered through individual reports 
for students and parents as well as group reports for teachers. In spite of their widespread 
use, research on how achievement level labels are interpreted is minimal. The aim of this 
study was to improve the current understanding of how teachers, parents, and students 
make sense of such labels to promote better-informed labeling decisions. 
To that end, teachers (N = 51) and parents (N = 50) completed an online survey 
that involved sorting tasks, scale ratings, top-three selections, and open-ended questions. 
Meanwhile, students (N = 24) participated in semi-structured interviews that included 
top-three selections, open-ended questions, and a brief survey component. Achievement 
level labels for statewide assessments from all 50 states were investigated. Since some 
states use the same labels, there were 28 unique labels for the lowest level of achievement 
(“Lowest”), 18 for the level denoting proficiency (“Medium”), and 27 for the one or two 
levels between those categories (“Low”).  
 viii 
Multidimensional scaling revealed key dimensions that distinguished the labels 
within each set from one another, including the use of specific words as well as 
differences in tone. The findings also suggest that some Low and Medium labels denoting 
the same level of achievement in fact imply different achievement levels. For instance, 
approaching proficient was perceived as indicating substantially more achievement than 
basic, and the same was true for standard met compared to sufficient command. 
Additionally, some labels were perceived as more encouraging (e.g., in need of support, 
nearly met the achievement standard, mastery) and others as clearer than their 
counterparts (e.g., standard not met, pass, meets grade level). In relation to group 
differences, teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions and preferences were similar, 
with a few exceptions that are discussed in detail along with students’ comments about 
their preferred labels and labeling advice from teachers and parents.  
Taking all results as well as theoretical perspectives into account, it seems 
advisable to use achievement labels that describe students’ performance in relation to 
standards, grade level, or expectations (e.g., approaching the achievement standard, met 
expectations, meets grade level). Additionally, including the word “yet” is a sensible way 
to offer encouragement to students performing at the lowest level (e.g., not yet meeting 
expectations, did not yet meet expectations). Other labeling recommendations and 
suggestions for future research are provided.  
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1.1 Accountability Testing and Achievement Level Labels 
Today, as a result of federal accountability policies, achievement level labels are 
ascribed to public school students 17 times between grades 3 and 12. These labels reflect 
students’ performance on statewide assessments and are delivered through individual 
reports for students and parents as well as group reports for teachers. Depending on 
students’ performance and state of residence, they may be labeled inadequate or in need 
of support, below proficient or approaching expectations, level 3 or on track—to name a 
few examples. To understand why students participate in statewide testing as often as 
they do and why labels are used, it is helpful to consider how standards-based education 
and accountability efforts are implemented in the United States.   
The idea of standards-based education reform began to gain traction in the federal 
government in the 1990s (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003). With the 
passing of the Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994, there were incentives for states 
to adopt and assess content standards, or descriptions of the subject-specific knowledge 
and skills students should have at specific points of their education (Miller & Linn, 
2013). Goals 2000 was a forerunner of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which 
established the current requirements that every state select rigorous content standards, set 
student achievement goals tied to those standards, and establish a statewide assessment 
system to hold schools accountable for students’ progress. These NCLB requirements 
were reauthorized by the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) and thus remain in effect. 
Public school students complete statewide assessments in English language arts (ELA) 
 
 2 
and mathematics every year from grades 3 through 8, and at least once in grades 9 
through 12. Science assessments are also required and must be administered at least once 
between grades 3 through 5, 6 through 9, and 10 through 12.  
These assessments are considered standardized, summative assessments. They are 
administered and scored in a standardized manner—meaning that testing conditions and 
scoring criteria are consistent, not that all students must answer the same questions or that 
only multiple-choice items are used—to ensure that scores are comparable and reflect 
what students know and can do without being “unduly influenced by idiosyncrasies in the 
testing process” (American Educational Research Association [AERA], American 
Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 2014, p. 
65). In turn, the assessments are summative because they are designed to measure 
learning near the end of the academic year, when students should have already studied 
the majority of the concepts for their grade level. Another feature of ESSA-mandated 
assessments is that, in some states, they may have practical consequences for students 
(e.g., by playing a role in grade promotion and being a requirement for graduation), 
teachers (e.g., by contributing to teacher evaluation systems), and schools (e.g., by 
serving as measures of school performance that may lead to sanctions or incentives). 
Given these characteristics, it is likely that students understand from early on that taking 
statewide assessments is a special kind of school activity.     
After students are tested, results must be reported in a way that aligns with their 
intended interpretations and uses. ESSA assessments are criterion-referenced. Their 
primary purpose is to assess students’ performance in relation to states’ grade-specific 
content standards in ELA, mathematics, or science (i.e., the criteria). This is in contrast to 
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norm-referenced assessments, which are meant to facilitate comparisons among students 
through information such as percentile scores. To reflect their criterion-referenced nature 
and facilitate interpretation, accountability testing results must be reported not only 
numerically, but also in relation to at least three levels of achievement (ESSA, 2015)— 
hence the reason why achievement labels have become widespread. Since states are free 
to define and label achievement levels as they choose, there is substantial variety in 
labeling practices across states.   
1.2 Labeling Practices Across States 
 In a review of student-level score reports from 23 states and 1 U.S. territory, Rick 
and Park (2017) identified several sets of achievement level labels. Some states adopted 
the same labels used for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (2012): below 
basic, basic, proficient, and advanced. Others used labels that emphasized specific terms 
such as “proficient” (minimally proficient, partially proficient, proficient, and highly 
proficient), “standard” (standard not met, standard nearly met, standard met, and 
standard exceeded), or “learner” (beginning learner, developing learner, proficient 
learner, and distinguished learner). There were also labels that focused on verbs (does 
not meet, approaching, meets, and exceeds) and numbered levels (level 1, level 2, level 3, 
level 4, and level 5). In addition, one state adopted the labels inadequate, below 
satisfactory, satisfactory, proficient and mastery. 
 These examples illustrate how achievement level labels for statewide 
accountability tests are anything but standardized. The only commonality between many 
sets is that they include a level signaling proficiency. Although this lack of uniformity is 
not a problem in itself, it leads one to question how such a wide variety of labels came 
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about and whether some are better than others. The Standards for Educational and 
Psychological Testing (AERA et al., 2014) provide guidance on many aspects of test 
development and the validation process, but only cover achievement level labels 
superficially. There seem to be no established best practices for naming levels, and 
documentation explaining how the labels for current statewide assessment systems were 
selected is not publicly available. Yet, millions of students are labeled based on their 
performance on statewide assessments every year.    
Achievement level labels are worthy of more attention. In many educational 
contexts, labels act as social tools that shape how people think and behave. When a 
student is labeled as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), to borrow 
an example from special education, there is evidence that the label influences what types 
of behaviors teachers recall (Ayers, Krueger, & Jones, 2015) and also how they perceive 
the students’ classroom behavior, personality, and IQ (Batzle, Weyandt, Janusis, & 
DeVietti, 2010). There might be similar consequences for students who are given certain 
labels after taking a statewide assessment. In addition to influencing teachers, labels from 
these assessments may have an impact on students’ self-perception and educational plans 
as well as their parents’ expectations and actions.  
 It is important to highlight that labels can have both helpful and hindering effects. 
In the previously mentioned ADHD example, Ayers et al. (2015) found that teachers with 
general education training (N = 43) who read the same vignette about a hypothetical 
student recalled a greater proportion of positive behaviors when the student was 
associated with an ADHD label than when there was no label. On the other hand, Batzle 
et al. (2010) found that teachers had more negative perceptions of a hypothetical student 
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when an ADHD label was present. Batzle et al. used vignettes that only differed in terms 
of the label condition (ADHD, ADHD and receiving stimulant treatment, or no label) and 
gender of the student. Teachers (N = 294) were randomly assigned to read one vignette 
and then rated the student’s classroom behavior, personality, and IQ using 7-point Likert-
type scales. First, the researchers discovered statistically significant differences across 
labels conditions. Then, they found that when the hypothetical student was associated 
with an ADHD label, teachers provided less favorable ratings across the behavior, 
personality, and IQ scales.  
1.2.1 Existing Studies on Achievement Level Labels 
The number of studies on the effects of achievement level labels on teachers, 
parents, and students is scant. In fact, there is only one study of each of those groups in 
the published literature. Burt and Stapleton (2010) focused on teachers’ perceptions of 
seven labels: basic, limited knowledge, apprentice, proficient, satisfactory, advanced, and 
distinguished. As part of an online survey, a national probability sample of 167 teachers 
rated each label along a seven-point mastery continuum (ranging from No Mastery to 
Mastery) and also in relation to nine bipolar scales representing three dimensions: 
evaluation (represented by good/bad, pleasant/unpleasant, and valuable/worthless); 
potency (e.g., weak/strong); and activity (e.g., active/passive). Only mastery scores and 
average evaluation scores were analyzed because confirmatory factor analysis did not 
support the hypothesized three-dimensional structure of the adjective-pair data and 
evaluation was identified as the most dominant dimension. 
Using analysis of variance (ANOVA) and t-tests, Burt and Stapleton (2010) found 
differences in average evaluative connotation scores across all three labels intended to 
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describe a “basic” level of achievement: apprentice was regarded as more positive than 
both limited knowledge and basic, and basic was regarded as more positive than limited 
knowledge (all comparisons were significant at the p < .001 level). In terms of the labels 
representing a “proficient” level of performance, proficient was rated as significantly 
more positive than satisfactory. There were also significant differences between the 
labels used to represent “advanced” performance, with distinguished being regarded as 
significantly more positive than advanced. Results were very similar in regard to how the 
labels compared on the mastery continuum, with the only exception being that there was 
no significant difference in mastery scores between distinguished and advanced. 
Burt and Stapleton's (2010) research design included an experimental section to 
examine whether the use of achievement level descriptions might reduce differences in 
the perceived level of mastery across labels intended to be similar. Results indicated that, 
when the same description was used, apprentice and basic were still regarded as 
representing more mastery than limited knowledge (both comparisons were significant at 
the p < .01 level). However, the difference in perceived mastery between apprentice and 
basic was no longer significant. In addition, proficient was still perceived as better than 
satisfactory in terms of mastery, and there was still no difference in perceived mastery 
between distinguished and advanced. This study demonstrates how some pairs of labels 
intended to communicate the same level of achievement differed in relation to two 
dimensions, and suggests that descriptions of the labels may attenuate some of the 
perceived differences in mastery.  
In a less formal study, Guskey (2004) investigated how parents interpreted 
achievement level labels using focus groups. First, he gathered 13 sets of labels from a 
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sample of state-specific and commercial assessment programs. Then, parents of school-
age children were convened to discuss which labels made sense and which ones were 
confusing. Guskey did not specify the number of parents who participated in each focus 
group. Instead, he discussed overall themes and illustrative quotes from participants. 
Based on focus group responses, he found that parents tended to interpret performance 
level labels in relation to letter grades (e.g., by equating advanced with A, proficient with 
B, etc.), and hypothesized that this might be due to familiarity. Guskey also noted that 
parents often interpreted labels as if they conveyed norm-referenced information (e.g., by 
equating intermediate with “in the middle of the class”). He noted that parents’ responses 
were “amazingly consistent” (p. 327), although this may have been due to homogeneity 
in the sample (participant demographics were not provided). 
Once Guskey (2004) explained that all sets of labels were meant to communicate 
criterion- rather than norm-referenced information, parents were asked which labels were 
clearer in that regard. He did not find any clear favorites, but some labels stood out as 
being particularly confusing. Parents noted that pre-emergent and emerging invoked 
images of “a slimy creature coming out of a swamp” (p. 327), while exceeds standard 
was too ambiguous since it was unclear what or whose standard the student had 
exceeded.  
Lastly, Papay, Murnane, and Willett (2016) investigated the impact of 
achievement level labels from a statewide accountability assessment on students’ 
educational outcomes. The researchers used data from eighth- and tenth-grade students 
who participated in the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) 
between Spring 2003 and Spring 2007. At the time, MCAS results were reported in 
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relation to four achievement levels: warning or failing (for eighth- or tenth-graders, 
respectively), needs improvement, proficient, and advanced. Papay et al. used a 
regression discontinuity approach to compare the outcomes of individuals scoring just 
below and just above certain cut scores—in other words, individuals who had virtually 
the same level of performance, but received a different label. Based on preliminary work, 
the researchers reported “no effects for suburban students or students from higher-income 
families, or for any students on the English language arts (ELA) exam” (p. 358), which 
prompted them to focus on students from a low-income background (based on eligibility 
for free or reduced lunch programs) attending urban schools. 
Among students in that group, there were a number of labeling effects. Papay et 
al. (2016) found that earning a needs improvement classification instead of warning in 
eighth grade led to an increase of 2.1 percentage points in urban, low-income students’ 
estimated probability of enrolling in college (N = 5,801, p = 0.056). Additionally, being 
labeled advanced instead of proficient on the tenth-grade exam resulted in a 5.1 
percentage point increase in the probability of enrolling in college for students whose 
scholarship eligibility was not affected by either classification (N = 4,171, p = 0.024). In 
terms of high school graduation, receiving the needs improvement label instead of 
warning in eighth grade resulted in a 2.8 percentage point increase in students’ 
probability of graduating (N = 13,832, p = 0.004). The researchers also examined the 
impact of labels on college enrollment specifically among urban, low-income students 
who reported having no college plans when surveyed in tenth grade. For those students, 
receiving an advanced label instead of proficient on the 10th grade mathematics exam led 
to a 9.9 percentage point rise in the estimated probability of attending college (N = 3,316, 
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p = 0.010). In this analysis, again, students whose scholarship eligibility would change 
depending on which label they received were excluded. 
Papay et al. (2016) analyzed data from thousands of students (ranging from 3,316 
to 13,832), statistically controlling for the effects of race, gender, English language 
learner status, and special education status through covariates. This approach, combined 
with the use of regression discontinuity, made it possible to contrast the outcomes of 
students who were comparable in their demographic background and MCAS performance 
(up to measurement error), with the only difference being which label they received. The 
researchers provided evidence of how achievement level labels can have tangible effects 
in the lives of certain students and offered helpful insights to inform future research. 
They noted that it is not possible to determine whether differences in outcomes were due 
to the encouraging effect of the more positive label, the discouraging effect of the more 
negative label, or a combination of both. In addition, based on the pattern of results when 
comparing students who earned adjacent labels, they concluded that labeling at the top or 
bottom of the distribution (i.e., advanced versus proficient; needs improvement versus 
failing) may be more impactful to students than labeling in the middle (proficient versus 
needs improvement). This study, along with the other two, provides some insight into 
how different wordings of achievement level labels influence teachers, parents, and 
students. However, many questions and opportunities for further exploration remain. 
1.3 Statement and Significance of the Problem 
Although students and those involved in their schooling see achievement level 
labels every time statewide assessment results are reported, research on how these labels 
are interpreted is minimal. Considering that labels are assigned to students’ performance 
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on statewide assessments at least 17 times between third grade and the time they 
graduate, achievement labeling practices may influence teachers’ and parents’ 
expectations as well as students’ self-concept and educational aspirations. This may lead 
to a powerful cumulative effect since the way that students perceive their academic 
competence is shaped by interactions with others (Aronson & Steele, 2005; Rist, 1977; 
Sternberg, 2002). Although this effect may be positive, negative, or more nuanced, it is 
impossible to know without seeking additional information. Another possibility is that 
some achievement level labels currently in use are confusing and contribute to the issue 
of animosity and mistrust toward statewide testing. 
1.4 Statement of Purpose 
 The purpose of this study was to improve the current understanding of how 
teachers, parents, and students make sense of achievement level labels from statewide 
assessments. Differences in the connotation of labels used to indicate the same level of 
performance as well as differences in teachers’, parents’, and students’ labeling 
preferences were investigated. More specifically, the following questions were explored: 
1. How do teachers and parents perceive different achievement level labels when 
they are not given criteria to consider?  
2. How do teachers and parents perceive different achievement level labels in terms 
of the criteria of encouragement and clarity? 
3. Are there differences in teachers’, parents’, and students’ encouragement ratings 
of labels for the lowest level of achievement? 
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4. What is the relation between teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of labels when no 
criteria are provided, and when based on the criteria of encouragement and 
clarity? 





In this chapter, I briefly revisit the three studies about achievement labels already 
introduced, then review studies from general, special, and gifted education that 
demonstrate how labeling carried out in schools may impact teachers, parents, and 
students. The literature from these contexts also illustrates a variety of methods for 
examining labels, which informed the design of the current study. Next, I provide an 
overview of theoretical perspectives on how labels might influence the expectations and 
actions of the same three groups, and conclude with a synthesis of findings that point to 
the benefits of sensible positivity in labels for the lower levels of achievement.    
2.1 Empirical Studies of Achievement Labeling and Lessons from Other Contexts  
Labels assigned in the contexts of special education and gifted education are 
similar to labels from statewide assessments in a number of ways. Namely, they describe 
student characteristics that pertain to learning, are usually shared with teachers and 
parents, and are the end result of an evaluative process. They are also different from 
achievement level labels in some important ways. For instance, the process of being 
assigned such labels is usually more complex than taking a single statewide test, the 
labels tend to remain with students for several years (as opposed to having the potential 
to change every year), and tangible changes such as the provision of additional services 
or placement in special programs are more likely to occur. Since the body of research on 
achievement level labels is still nascent, studies from general, special, and gifted 
education are described in the following paragraphs to highlight promising methods for 
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research on labeling and to bring attention to the many ways in which labels assigned in 
school contexts may affect teachers, parents, and students.  
2.1.1 Labeling Achievement 
As described in the Introduction, only three studies in the published literature 
have examined achievement level labels directly. Each of those studies employed a 
different method and focused on a different audience. Papay et al. (2016) used regression 
discontinuity to analyze longitudinal data from a large sample of urban, low-income 
students (ranging from 3,316 to 13,832 students across analyses) and found evidence of 
several labeling effects. However, the quantitative approach did not allow them to 
explore how students interpreted the labels or evaluate the specific mechanisms that led 
to different outcomes for students who had comparable levels of performance on the 
assessment, but received different labels. Burt and Stapleton (2010) also adopted a 
quantitative approach, analyzing survey responses from teachers (N = 167) who rated the 
evaluative connotation and level of mastery of seven achievement level labels. The 
considerable number of teachers in the study adds to the trustworthiness of the results, 
but it is important to note that the researchers only compared a small number of labels: 
three representing “basic” performance, two representing “proficient” performance, and 
two representing “advanced” performance. Lastly, Guskey (2004) used a completely 
qualitative approach that involved conducting focus groups with parents to discuss 13 
sets of achievement level labels. His work led to some insights about how parents tend to 
interpret labels as well as helpful quotes, but lacks important details such as the size and 
demographic background of the sample.  
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 Another study related to achievement level labels was conducted by Heyman 
(2008), with the caveat that she studied labels communicated verbally by a teacher rather 
than labels from score reports. Participants were 80 students between the ages of 9 and 12 
years who were recruited for interviews from schools in communities with diverse 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Students were each randomly assigned to a “label” or “no 
label” condition in which they heard two scenarios: one about a student who excelled in 
mathematics and another about a student who excelled in spelling. The sex and name of 
the fictitious student in each scenario were randomly assigned for each participant. In the 
mathematics scenario for the label condition, students were told:  
There is a class just like yours. In this class the teacher said that whoever does the 
best in the class on the math test will be called a math whiz. Joseph [or another 
randomly chosen name] did the best in the class, so he [or she] was called a math 
whiz. (p. 364)  
For the spelling scenario, the word “math” was replaced with “spelling” and the ability 
label was spelling master. In the no label condition, students would hear:  
There is a class just like yours. In the class the teacher said, “Let's see who does 
the best in the class on the math test.” Joseph [or another randomly chosen name] 
did the best in the class. He [or she] did better than anyone else in the class on the 
math test. (p. 364) 
After hearing each scenario, students answered four questions to assess the extent to 
which they perceived the fictitious student’s abilities as innate or malleable. Responses 
were coded numerically and aggregated to create an overall essentialism score for each 
participant. Preliminary analyses indicated no differences in essentialism scores in 
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relation to the sex of the participant, the sex of the fictitious student, or the academic 
subject. Therefore, subsequence analyses did not include sex of the participant or 
fictitious student as factors.  
Based on overall scores, Heyman (2008) found that students in the label condition 
were significantly more likely to provide more essentialist responses than those in the no 
label condition, and this difference was associated with a moderate effect size (𝜂2 = .12). 
Analyzing responses to specific questions indicated that students in the label condition 
were significantly more likely to agree that the fictitious student had been born with 
special ability and that she or he would continue to do well even without practice (both 
results were also associated with moderate effect sizes, 𝜂2 = .08). In other words, using 
the math whiz and spelling master labels to describe student performance promoted the 
idea that ability is innate. Heyman’s findings emphasize the role of labels on the 
development of students’ conceptualization of intellectual ability and provides evidence 
that even some positive labels may have undesirable implications, such as devaluing the 
role of effort.  
2.1.2 Labeling in Special Education  
 Labels are an integral part of special education in the United States. In order to 
receive services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004), students 
must be assessed and designated with one or more of the following labels: (a) autism, (b) 
developmental delay, (c) hearing impairment, (d) intellectual disability, (e) orthopedic 
impairment, (f) serious emotional disturbance, (g) speech or language impairment, (h) 
specific learning disability, (i) traumatic brain injury, (j) visual impairment, and (k) other 
health impairment. The usefulness of such labels has been studied using various methods.  
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 The majority of studies regarding special education labels have focused on 
teachers. As previously mentioned, Ayers et al. (2015) conducted a vignette study with 
teachers and found that those without special education training (n = 43) remembered a 
significantly higher proportion of positive behaviors about a hypothetical student when 
an ADHD label was included, whereas those with training (n = 22) were not affected by 
the presence or absence of a label. In another vignette study, including the ADHD label in 
a student’s description led to significantly lower evaluations of the student’s IQ, 
behavior, and personality (Batzle et al., 2010). Vignettes were also used to examine 
whether certain labels may limit special education students’ opportunities. In a study 
conducted by Bianco (2005), 195 general education teachers and 52 special education 
teachers read the same description of a student with gifted characteristics, but one 
condition had no mention of special education labels, one described the student as having 
learning disabilities, and the other described the student as having emotional and 
behavior disorders. Results indicated that both groups of teachers were significantly less 
likely to refer a student with a label to a gifted education program, regardless of which 
label was associated with the student.  
 Spoto (2016) used vignettes to research how having the label anxiety disorder 
influenced teachers’ perceptions and plans regarding a new student. Participants (N = 
254) were randomly assigned to read a description of a female student with minimal 
levels of anxiety, significant anxiety without an anxiety disorder label, or significant 
anxiety with an anxiety disorder label (the last two were identical except for the presence 
of the label). She found that teachers perceived the anxious behavior of the labeled 
student as significantly more likely to be caused by internal factors, less malleable, and 
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less controllable by the student—even compared to the condition that described the same 
behaviors without a label. Moreover, teachers were significantly more likely to report that 
they would consult with support staff and submit a formal special education referral in 
the condition with the label. The survey included five additional support behaviors that 
were endorsed at similar rates in both conditions describing significant anxiety.  
Using a videotape approach, Fogel and Nelson (1983) investigated the effects of 
identifying a student with a special education label on teachers’ (N = 30) grading of the 
student’s work, behavioral observations, and checklist scores. The work sample and 
videotape were always the same, but the student’s background information provided at 
the beginning of the task differed across conditions. Three labels were examined 
(emotional disturbance, learning disability, and intellectual disability) along with a 
condition in which the student was described as being in a mainstream classroom and 
another in which teachers were told that background information was unavailable. When 
teachers read that the student had been designated with any of the special education 
labels, they selected significantly more items on the section of the checklist describing 
behavioral symptoms for that label. For instance, if the student was described as 
emotionally disturbed, they checked off more items describing typical behaviors of 
children who have an emotional disturbance. However, the labels did not have a 
significant influence on teachers’ grading of the work sample or behavioral observations.  
 Norwich (1999) examined differences in the connotation of six special education 
terms as judged by trainee teachers (N = 164), experienced teachers (N = 46), and trainee 
educational psychologists (N = 10). Participants rated each term along five bipolar scales 
(e.g., optimistic/pessimistic, respectful/disrespectful), but strong correlations and high 
 
 18 
Cronbach’s alphas across the scales led to using one aggregate score per item rather than 
five scale scores. There were no significant differences in the ratings across the three 
groups, but there were differences in ratings across the terms. Norwich found that 
learning difficulties and special education needs were viewed positively, which was in 
contrast with an earlier study with undergraduates in which these terms had negative 
ratings (Hastings, Sonuga-Barke, & Remington, 1993). Among the four terms viewed 
negatively, abnormality was the worst, followed by deficit, impairment, and disability.  
In turn, using teachers’ and parents’ ratings of 10,380 adolescents (640 of whom 
were labeled as having a specific learning disability), Shifrer (2013) found that the odds 
of expecting a bachelor’s degree or higher versus no college for labeled adolescents 
compared to their unlabeled peers were 82 percent lower among teachers and 48 percent 
lower among parents, even after controlling for multiple background variables such as 
sociodemographic background, academic background, early high school achievement, 
behaviors, and attitudes. By further analyzing the same dataset, Shifrer (2016) also found 
that when rating the math performance of students who had a specific learning disability 
label, math teachers were significantly more likely to regard the students’ performance as 
caused at least partially by a disability than when rating the math performance of 
unlabeled students with the same sociodemographic background, academic performance, 
attitudes, and behaviors. These results suggest that labeled students may be the target of 
stereotypes, but as Shifrer (2013, 2016) noted, it is also possible that teachers’ judgments 
and expectations of labeled students were influenced by unmeasured factors. 
A few studies have examined parents’ experience with special education labels.  
Arreguin (2004) collected survey responses from parents (N = 44) to examine how they 
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handled the special education labeling process. She described the process as one that 
“essentially provides parents with the message, ‘There is something wrong with your 
child, and this is what we think it is’” (p. 17), and argued that the emotions experienced 
when children are first labeled set the tone for all remaining interactions between families 
and school districts. When asked about specific emotions, on average, parents reported 
experiencing all positive feelings in a list of 10 to some extent (e.g., relief, understanding, 
optimism), but only 3 negative feelings in a list of 20 were commonly experienced (i.e., 
anxiety, tiredness, and worry). Twenty-one percent of participants reported feeling some 
level of anger during the labeling process. In addition, parents believed that they were 
active participants in their child’s initial special education assessment process, seeking 
out resources and personally conducting research to help their child.    
DeRoche (2015) also investigated parents’ (N = 16) role in the labeling process, 
but used interviews rather than surveys. All parents had children with symptoms of 
developmental coordination disorder (DCD) as identified by physical and occupational 
therapists, but only half of the children had an official diagnosis (students with DCD may 
qualify for special education services through the specific learning disability label). Two 
themes emerged from the interviews. First, it was common for parents to feel ambivalent 
about their children receiving a special education label—they were aware of potential 
negative consequences (e.g., stigma, stereotyping), but also saw benefits in the support 
services associated with the labels and thought that having an official label would help 
answer some of the questions they often pondered. Second, as Arreguin (2004) noted, 
parents saw themselves as active advocates for their children. Those whose children had a 
diagnosis were actively involved in the labeling process and continued to be engaged in 
 
 20 
school activities to ensure their children received the appropriate services and were 
treated fairly.   
 Lastly, students’ experiences with labels have also been studied. Kelly and 
Norwich (2004) used semi-structured interviews to examine students’ perceptions of 15 
terms that included formal labels (e.g., learning difficulty), historic labels (e.g., 
handicapped), and lay terms (e.g., slow). All students (N = 101) received special 
education services for moderate learning difficulties and were between 10 and 14 years 
old. The researchers found that almost all terms were viewed negatively, with has help 
being the only label judged as positive by a majority of students. They also found that 
more students preferred describing themselves as slow (16%) or thick (12%) rather than 
as having help (9%), in spite of that label being rated as the only positive one. In addition, 
most students did not identify with any of the labels, but about half said they had been 
described by others with labels such as stupid (51%), thick (49%), or has help (46%). 
Finally, there was considerable variety in what percentage of students knew each label; 
even the term special education needs was only known by 12% of participants.  
 Lyons and Roulstone (2017) also conducted semi-structured interviews, but 
focused on the self-narratives of children between the ages of 9 and 12 years who 
received services for speech and language impairments. Their goal was to assess how 
labels associated with such impairments might affect children’s identity. After 
conducting five to six interviews with each of 11 children, they found that the children 
identified with multiple positive identities, and did not use speech and language labels as 
part of their self-narratives. In fact, two participants who shared that they received 
support services were unsure about why they needed the additional support.  
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 Shifrer (2013) also examined the impact of special education labels on students, 
but used a more quantitative approach. Through logistic regression, she analyzed data 
from 470 high school students who had a specific learning disability designation and 
10,700 who did not have any disability designations. Controlling for multiple 
sociodemographic and academic variables, the odds of expecting to complete at least a 
bachelor’s degree were significantly lower for labeled adolescents compared to their 
unlabeled peers (by 24.5 percentage points), and this negative effect was partly mediated 
by teachers’ and parents’ expectations. 
2.1.3 Labeling in Gifted and Talented Education  
 Another field with a long history of having its labels debated is gifted education, 
which relies primarily on the labels gifted and gifted and talented. Since the federal 
government does not directly fund programs for gifted students, states are in charge of 
defining the meaning of the label and identifying students who fit their definition. Lack 
of understanding surrounding the gifted and gifted and talented labels is not unexpected 
given the variety of ways in which giftedness has been described (Meadows & Neumann, 
2017), from definitions based on IQ scores to more expansive ones that convey giftedness 
as a “confluence of several forces, endogenous and exogenous, coming together in the 
right place at the right time” (Dai, 2009, p. 46). The following paragraphs describe a 
selection of studies on how teachers, parents, and students think of labels for giftedness, 
which may parallel, to some extent, how they perceive labels for higher levels of 
achievement on statewide assessments. 
 Meadows and Neumann (2017) conducted interviews and classroom observations 
with students (N = 25) and teachers (N = 2) in two eighth-grade gifted and talented 
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classrooms. Their study differed from others in that they visited each classroom weekly 
over the course of one academic year, resulting in approximately 90 hours of observation 
in addition to eight individual and small-group interviews. Coding the interview 
transcripts and observation notes led the authors to conclude that, as a group, gifted 
students held dynamic and sometimes contradictory interpretations of the label. At times, 
they insisted that they were no different than students in regular classes and were only in 
the gifted and talented program because they had agreed to “join,” suggesting that anyone 
could be in their place. Other times, they stated that they saw things “in a different way” 
(p. 152) and understood concepts at a higher level. Additionally, there was evidence that 
students’ definition of the label was influenced by their teachers’ expectations and 
students’ own comparisons with their peers in mainstream classes.  
To examine parents’ (N = 105) perceptions of the gifted label, Matthews, 
Ritchotte, and Jolly (2014) analyzed responses to a single question asked as part of a 
more comprehensive interview: “The gifted label can be a sensitive topic in some circles. 
How do you approach discussions of your gifted child’s needs when talking with other 
parents whose children have not yet been identified as academically gifted?” (p. 379). 
About 20 percent of interviewees answered that they liked to be upfront and honest, but 
half of those also reported feeling reluctant to use the term gifted when speaking with 
parents of students who were not in gifted programs. In turn, about 23 percent of the 
parents preferred to avoid discussing their children’s gifted status with others. Some 
parents simply put the label in the category of topics that are not discussed in public, but 
others explained that the label had become emotionally charged and could affect 
relationships with others. Lastly, the term gifted itself was a source of contention for 66% 
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of the parents, some of whom suggested “quirky”, “bright and advanced” or “learning 
fast” as alternatives.  
 Robinson (1990) used responses to 12 Likert-type items from a larger study of 
gifted students to compare the perceptions of those who reported extreme comfort (n = 
84, 19% of the original sample) and extreme discomfort with the gifted label (n = 71, 
16% of the original sample). As expected, the groups differed significantly in their level 
of acceptance of the label, with “Comfortables” tending to accept and “Uncomfortables” 
tending to reject it. Other significant results were differences in degree rather than 
direction: Comfortables agreed more strongly that they felt different, that they liked 
feeling different, and that their parents and close friends described them as gifted. In 
terms of how students interpreted the label, Uncomfortables were eight times more likely 
to perceive it as negative, but were also more likely to perceive it as indicating cognitive 
superiority (28%) compared to Comfortables (19%), who more often took the perspective 
that all students have gifts, but not all students use them. School personnel were most 
often the ones who initially told students they were gifted for both the Comfortable (54%) 
and Uncomfortable (56%) group, but slightly more Comfortables heard it first from their 
parents (23%) than Uncomfortables (14%). 
 Feldhusen and Dai (1997) also used Likert-type items to collect responses from 
305 students between the ages of 9 and 17 years. All students were in a summer program 
for gifted individuals. The survey covered four areas: acceptance of the label, attitudes 
about ability, perceptions of social interactions, and attitudes towards challenging 
educational opportunities. Overall, students were unsure about whether they should be 
labeled gifted or talented, but there was a slight preference towards talented. Moreover, 
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students tended to see ability as something incremental, which can grow through 
“reading, thinking, and discussion” (p. 18). They rejected the idea that enrichment or 
accelerated classes should be discontinued, but many believed that schools should stop 
calling certain students gifted. Lastly, although there were no gender differences in 
students’ responses, there were differences across age groups. Specifically, the youngest 
students (ages 9 to 11) were significantly more likely to accept the gifted label than the 
oldest students (ages 15 to 17). 
 Instead of a conventional survey, Berlin (2009) used a two-part procedure to 
examine the experience of 66 middle school students labeled as gifted and talented, 
including 25 students labeled highly gifted. First, students were instructed to list the 10 
most positive and 10 most negative aspects about being labeled gifted and talented. Then, 
all responses were compiled, which resulted in one list with 14 positive aspects and 
another with 14 negative aspects. Next, she asked the students to rank the items on each 
list from most to least positive or negative. Results indicated which experiences related to 
the label students liked most (e.g., receiving greater opportunities, not being bored in 
class) and least (e.g., more homework, internal and external pressure to do well). In 
addition, comparing the rankings of gifted and highly gifted students made it possible to 
identify some ways in which the groups differed. For instance, highly gifted students 
ranked making new friends much higher as a positive aspect about being labeled 
compared to gifted students. 
2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on the Consequences of Labels 
 In addition to empirical research, theory also suggests that labels matter—that 
they are not inconsequential designations. In the following paragraphs, I describe three 
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conceptual frameworks for understanding how labels affect individuals and those around 
them: labeling theory, which was originally devised to explain social deviance and later 
extended to education; the concept of self-fulfilling prophecy, which addresses the 
consequences of both positive and negative labels; and the label induced knowledge 
(LINK) model, which focuses on labels from gifted and special education. Taken 
together, these frameworks help explain the mechanisms through which achievement 
level labels may influence teachers’, parents’, and students’ expectations and actions.   
2.2.1 Labeling Theory 
 Labeling theory (Becker, 1963; Triplett & Upton, 2015), from the field of 
sociology, provides one possible framework for explaining how labels impact 
individuals. It builds on Lemert's (1951) conceptualization of primary and secondary 
deviants: primary deviants have deviated from a societal norm, but believe that the 
deviance is not characteristic of their personality and still consider themselves to be part 
of the “inside” group. In contrast, secondary deviants come to accept that they are no 
longer part of the inside group and reframe their self-concept around the deviant role. 
Individuals become secondary deviants through a chain of events. It starts with the 
performance of an action labeled as deviant (formally or informally), which then triggers 
negative social reactions that magnify the individual’s deviant behavior and culminate in 
the socially reinforced deviant identity being accepted and internalized. As Becker 
explained, through this sequence of events, individuals may continue to act in deviant 
ways not because of deeply rooted deviant motives, but as a reaction to how they were 
labeled and treated as deviant by society.  
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Rist (1977) proposed applications of labeling theory to education, noting that in 
this context it calls attention to the formal and informal evaluative mechanisms used in 
schools, how schools support those mechanisms, how students react to them, how their 
results affect social interactions, and how certain “evaluative tags” influence the 
opportunities available to students. In Rist’s perspective, teachers are key labeling agents, 
and the labels they ascribe (e.g., “bright”, “slow”) are based on face-to-face interactions 
as well as students’ prior performance, current performance, and sociodemographic 
background.  
Since statewide assessments are one of the evaluative mechanisms adopted in 
schools and achievement level labels are a type of evaluative tag, it seems that this 
conceptualization directly applies to the study of labels from assessments. However, it is 
important to also recognize parents’ role in effectuating the impact of labels. Parents’ 
interpretation of the achievement level labels their children receive may reinforce or 
diminish teachers’ influence as labeling agents. It is also possible that score reports play 
the role of labeling agents on their own (albeit passive ones) in addition to serving as 
input in the formation of teachers’ and parents’ perceptions and expectations of students. 
Finally, Becker’s (1963) labeling theory focuses primarily on undesirable social 
deviance, but achievement level labels are used to describe several levels of achievement, 
including desirable ones. The following section describes the concept of self-fulfilling 
prophecy, which provides a framework for understanding the consequences of both 
positive and negative labels.    
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2.2.1.1 Self-Fulfilling Prophecy  
The term self-fulfilling prophecy was coined by Merton (1948) to describe 
situations in which an initially inaccurate belief causes changes in behavior in a way that 
makes the belief come true. This phenomenon is related to labeling theory in that labels 
may be the trigger for inaccurate beliefs or expectations about an individual. It applies to 
achievement level labels to the extent that teachers and parents may become overly 
reliant on label-based heuristics and overlook student characteristics that do not align 
with their label. The most well-known example of a self-fulfilling prophecy came from 
Rosenthal and Jacobson's (1968) “Pygmalion in the Classroom” experiment. In the 
experiment, all students in an elementary school took a disguised IQ test that teachers 
were told could predict intellectual spurting. Instead of disclosing the actual results, the 
researchers randomly labeled twenty percent of the students in each grade as growth 
spurters and shared the names of those students with the teachers. After eight months, 
those who were labeled spurters had stronger learning gains compared to their unlabeled 
peers, even though the labels had no scientific basis.   
 Rosenthal and Jacobson's (1968) findings contributed to the argument that 
standardized assessment results influence teachers’ expectations (Goslin & Glass, 1967; 
Herman & Golan, 1991; Rangel, 2009). The findings also suggest that changes in 
teachers’ expectations lead to changes in how students are treated that result in less or 
more achievement, depending on what is expected. Based on previous studies on the link 
between expectations and behaviors, it is possible that teachers gave the students labeled 
as growth spurters better opportunities to learn through more time to answer questions, 
more opportunities to change initially incorrect answers, and more frequent praise (Good, 
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1987; Rowe, 1974). The same may happen as the result of receiving an encouraging 
achievement level label, and discouraging labels may have the opposite effect. The 
methodology of “Pygmalion in the Classroom” has been heavily debated (Clarke et al., 
1980) and some studies found no evidence of self-fulfilling prophecies (Claiborn, 1969), 
although the cumulative evidence suggests that self-fulfilling prophecies come to fruition 
more often than they do not (Cooper, 1979; Feldman & Theiss, 1982; Jamieson, Lydon, 
Stewart, & Zanna, 1987). 
2.2.2 The Label Induced Knowledge (LINK) Model 
Another lens for understanding the chain of events that follows the assignment of 
an achievement level label to a student is provided by Lo's (2014) LINK model. The 
model was devised to describe the experience of students who carry both an ADHD label 
and a gifted label (i.e., twice-exceptional students), but also considers the moderating role 
of those who are closest to students. It resulted from a grounded theory approach and 
builds upon Sternberg, Conway, Ketron, and Bernstein's (1981) argument that social 
constructs involve both explicit and implicit theory. According to the LINK model 
(Figure 2.1), labeling practices are part of a social context informed by explicit theory 
regarding the labels. 
Explicit theory refers to the collective knowledge about educational labels that is 
created and structured by experts. In the case of achievement level labels, explicit theory 
is likely shaped by the public’s collective perceptions of statewide testing (from which 
the labels originate), media coverage of testing and test results, and opinions expressed 





Figure 2.1. The LINK model of educational labeling. From “Labeling and Knowing: A 
Reconciliation of Implicit Theory and Explicit Theory Among Students with 
Exceptionalities,” by C. O. Lo, 2014, Journal of Educational Research, 108, p. 287. 
Copyright 2014 by the Taylor & Francis Group, LLC. Reprinted with permission. 
In turn, implicit theory refers to students’ own knowledge and feelings about their 
educational labels, which may be interpreted as part of self-knowledge. Lo (2014) 
proposed that each individual’s implicit theory is dynamic, mediated by personal factors 
and moderated by contextual factors. He identified four personal factors as being 
especially important in helping individuals reconcile a newly acquired label with their 
self-knowledge: intrapersonal intelligence, sensitivity to social norms, prior knowledge of 
the label, and abstract thinking ability (since labels themselves are abstract concepts). In 
the context of the current study, it is reasonable to imagine that a student with low 
intrapersonal intelligence, or one who is highly sensitive to social norms, would be more 
deeply affected by achievement level labels. 
Lo (2014) also discussed supportive contextual factors, such as having the help of 
trusted individuals in understanding the meaning of a label in relation to one’s self, 
having access to resources that contribute to self-knowledge related to the label, and 
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experiencing safe environments that offer opportunities to learn more about a label. For 
students who receive achievement level labels after taking a statewide test, these trusted 
individuals may be teachers and parents; the resources may be score reports and websites 
with helpful information; and the safe environments may be classrooms or family spaces 
in which the labels and what they mean can be discussed in a supportive way. One of 
Lo's (2014) key propositions regarding the model is that “a successful reconciliation 
between explicit theory and implicit theory [of labels] can trigger positive behavioral 
changes” (p. 287). In addition to connecting explicit and implicit theory to behavior, this 
proposition offers an illuminating perspective on why labels may affect students 
differently, which is not as clearly articulated by labeling theory. The LINK model also 
seems better able to accommodate the study of both “socially desirable” and “socially 
undesirable” labels.  
2.3 A Case for Sensible Positivity  
As previously mentioned, states are free to select their own achievement level 
labels for reporting statewide assessment results. Consequently, there is substantial 
variety in the wording and tone of labels used across states. For example, consider the 
differences among level 1, standard not met, novice, and limited command. In this 
section, I present research on growth mindset, the broaden-and-build theory of positive 
emotions, positivity offset, and negativity bias. Findings from these areas suggest that 
using labels for lower levels of achievement that still demonstrate a sensible amount of 
positivity may have numerous advantages.  
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2.2.3 Growth and Fixed Mindsets 
The concepts of “growth mindset” and “fixed mindset,” collectively called self- or 
implicit theories of intelligence, help explain why some students are more motivated than 
others when facing obstacles. According to Dweck (2007), who pioneered research in this 
area, students in a growth mindset believe that talents and abilities are malleable and may 
improve through effort. Conversely, students in a fixed mindset believe that abilities and 
talents are stable traits: however much they have of those traits is how much they are 
always going to have. Dweck (2002) posited that when students believe that intelligence 
is fixed, they pay special attention to performance outcomes to determine at what level it 
is fixed. She explained that “people who believe in fixed intelligence tend to invest many 
intellectual tasks with the power to tell them about not only their current skills, but also 
their global intelligence, their future intelligence, and their overall worth” (p. 26).  
A study conducted by Zhao, Dweck, and Mueller (as cited in Dweck, 2002) 
illustrates how fixed mindset influences perceptions of test results. College students heard 
scenarios involving failure at intellectual tasks, including obtaining a very low score on 
the Graduate Record Exam in the process of preparing graduate school applications. 
Students were asked to imagine that the scenarios had happened to them and reflect on 
how they would feel, what they would think, and what they would do. Students who had 
been previously identified as having a fixed mindset were more likely to infer that they 
were “worthless” or a “complete loser” and give up all hope of succeeding, but students 
ascribing to a growth mindset were more likely to examine why they had failed and how 
they could overcome the setback. In a subsequent study, Stone and Dweck (1998, as cited 
in Dweck, 2002) found that fixed mindset students were more likely to generalize 
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negative assessment results even when explicitly told that the assessment only measured 
one particular skill.  
 Another study focused on different types of praise, regardless of students’ 
personal mindset inclination (Mueller & Dweck, 1998). When preadolescent students 
were praised on their success on an initial task and given options of what to work on next, 
they were much more likely to choose the easiest task over a task presented as important, 
but possibly challenging, if they were praised for being intelligent than if they were 
praised on their effort. These results were replicated in four subsequent studies. Dweck 
(2002) proposed that students praised for being intelligent were more willing to make 
safe, low-effort learning choices to keep looking smart, effectively foregoing learning 
opportunities. Given those findings, she expressed concern over labels that promote the 
view that people who are smart do not need to apply themselves in order to improve. 
Dweck used the gifted label as an example, but it is possible that achievement level labels 
such as advanced and mastery fall into the same category. She expressed a need for labels 
that recognize exceptional performance but also energize students “to take intellectual 
and creative risks rather than encouraging them to play it safe” (p. 33). 
 More recently, Dweck (2014) discussed the term not yet as used in a Chicago high 
school to describe the performance of students who did not fulfill graduation 
requirements on their first attempt. Unlike words like fail and failing, she argued that not 
yet emphasizes the idea of a learning curve and helps students move forward—they will 
get there, they are just not there yet. Two labels for the lowest level of achievement 
currently in use, not yet meeting expectations and did not yet meet expectations, might 
communicate a similar message. The applications of mindset research to the current study 
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are twofold: it provides one reason why students may react differently to the same label 
and suggests that, in spite of students’ own mindset tendency, some types of feedback 
may lead to behaviors that are more aligned with growth mindset while other types may 
foster fixed mindset behaviors.  
2.2.4 Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions 
Fredrickson's (1998, 2001, 2013a) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions 
also has implications that support the use of positively worded labels, with some caveats. 
It suggests that, in the short-term, experiencing positive feelings (e.g., joy, interest, hope) 
tends to increase individuals’ awareness and widen their thought-action repertoires, or the 
range of actions they are ready to take in response to a situation. In the long-term, the 
improved awareness and repertoires contribute to the development of skills and personal 
resources that help individuals thrive. In contrast, negative emotions have the opposite 
effect: they tend to narrow individuals’ thought-action repertoires (akin to the “fight-or-
flight” response) and inhibit human flourishing.  
Several studies provide support for the broaden-and-build theory, including 
studies on thought-action repertoires (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005), physical reactions 
to negative emotions (Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan, & Tugade, 2000), 
resourcefulness (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005), resilience (Cohn, Fredrickson, 
Brown, Mikels, & Conway, 2009; Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003), and 
scope of awareness (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Rowe, Hirsh, & Anderson, 2007; 
Schmitz, De Rosa, & Anderson, 2009; Wadlinger & Isaacowitz, 2006). The theory does 
not directly address labeling. However, considering the range of benefits associated with 
positive emotions, it could be taken to provide indirect support for wording achievement 
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labels in ways that are more likely to elicit those emotions. 
Two concepts related to the broaden-and-build theory that help explain how 
achievement labels might be interpreted are positivity offset and negativity bias. 
Positivity offset is the tendency to interpret neutral stimuli as mildly positive (Cacioppo, 
Gardner, & Berntson, 1999). This may apply to seemingly neutral labels included in the 
current study such as level 3 and sufficient command, although only empirical data can 
determine if those are truly perceived as neutral by their intended audience. In contrast, 
negativity bias is the tendency to react more strongly to negative stimuli (Rozin & 
Royzman, 2001). Both concepts have been demonstrated in empirical research (Ito & 
Cacioppo, 2005; Norris, Larsen, Crawford, & Cacioppo, 2011; Rozin & Royzman, 2001). 
In addition, they have inspired the development of the “critical positivity ratio”—the idea 
that individuals flourish when they experience positive and negative emotions at a ratio 
of 2.9 to 1 (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). The specific value of 2.9 has been discredited 
due to issues with the modelling approach used to compute it (Fredrickson & Losada, 
2013). Nonetheless, the general concept that individuals need more positive than negative 
feedback in order to thrive is still supported by research (Catalino & Fredrickson, 2011; 
Diehl, Hay, & Berg, 2011; Fredrickson, 2013b; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Trute, 
Benzies, Worthington, Reddon, & Moore, 2010).  
At this point, it is necessary to address the limitations of positivity. Even the 
proponents of the critical positivity ratio have warned that “positivity must be both 
appropriate and genuine” in order to have its intended effects, and feigned positivity may 
be more negative than positive (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). In addition, Fredrickson 
(2013b) has long argued that although more positivity is generally associated with better 
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outcomes, this relationship is unlikely to be linear; there is a point where positivity stops 
being beneficial and may become detrimental. This idea is supported by Finkelstein and 
Fishbach's (2012) research showing that beginner students preferred feedback that 
emphasized their strengths (more positive), but advanced students preferred feedback that 
emphasized potential areas for improvement (less positive).  
For students who attain lower levels of achievement on statewide assessments, 
labels that are worded positively within reason, such as those that convey the possibility 
of improvement (e.g., in need of support, not yet meeting expectations, beginning 
learner) are likely to be more beneficial that labels that only convey the negative 
outcome (e.g., far below proficient, fail - below basic, inadequate).  
2.4 Summary  
The three studies on achievement level labels in the published literature provide 
some evidence that labels from statewide assessments may affect student outcomes 
(Papay et al., 2016), that teachers may perceive different connotations in labels that 
denote the same level of achievement (Burt & Stapleton, 2010), and that parents may find 
certain labels confusing (Guskey, 2004). Based on Heyman's (2008) study of the labels 
math whiz and spelling master, there is also some evidence that labels influence students’ 
conceptualization of intellectual ability. These studies provide a valuable, albeit modest, 
starting point. Nonetheless, many aspects of teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions 
of achievement level labels have yet to be investigated, reinforcing the need to collect 
information regarding preferences and perceptions of labels currently in use.  
Since the fields of special education and gifted education have a longer history of 
labeling studies, it is useful to consider general findings and methodological approaches 
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from those two contexts. In special education, certain labels (including similar ones) had 
more positive connotations than others, as judged by both teachers (Norwich, 1999) and 
students (Kelly & Norwich, 2004). In regard to parents’ experience with the labeling 
process, one study reported that they felt more positive than negative feelings (Arreguin, 
2004) and another that ambivalence was the most common reaction (DeRoche, 2015). In 
both studies, parents considered themselves active participants in the labeling process, 
which represents a different dynamic than when students receive a label for their 
performance on a statewide assessment. Studies on the effects of specific labels (i.e., 
ADHD, anxiety disorder) indicated that they had clear positive effects in some cases—
such as remembering more positive behaviors about a student (Ayers et al., 2015)—, but 
clear negative effects in other cases, such as judging a student more negatively (Batzle et 
al., 2010) or seeing symptoms connected to a label when none were present (Fogel & 
Nelson, 1983). Other effects were more ambiguous, such as seeing disruptive behaviors 
as less controllable by a student, which may be positive or negative depending on the 
situation. Quantitative comparisons suggested that labeled students experience lower 
expectations (from teachers, parents, and of themselves) than their unlabeled peers with a 
similar background, although it is possible that those results are influenced by factors that 
could not be analyzed (Shifrer, 2013, 2016).   
The literature on special education labels suggests three main approaches for 
comparing labels. As described by Hastings et al. (1993), the first is asking individuals 
which labels they prefer based on their experience (e.g., Kelly and Norwich, 2004). The 
second is presenting descriptions (or video recordings) of an individual to relevant groups 
and comparing how different labels influence perceptions of the individual (Ayers et al., 
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2015; Batzle et al., 2010; Bianco, 2005; Spoto, 2016). The third approach is comparing 
labels by themselves in regard to tone, which can be done by individuals with any level 
of experience with the labels (Hastings et al., 1993; Norwich, 1999). Researchers have 
also investigated special education labels by comparing the outcomes of labeled and 
unlabeled students quantitatively (Shifrer, 2013, 2016) and using more indirect methods 
that focused on the feelings parents experienced during the labeling process (Arreguin, 
2014; DeRohe, 2015) or the self-concepts of children who have a special education label 
(Lyons & Roulstone, 2017). Across studies, surveys and semi-structured interviews were 
common data collection methods.  
 In the context of gifted education, a common theme was ambivalence toward the 
gifted and gifted and talented labels, which was experienced by students and parents alike 
(Feldhusen & Dai, 1997; Matthews et al., 2014). A possible cause of this ambivalence 
may be the numerous advantages and disadvantages gifted students associate with being 
labeled (Berlin, 2009). Additionally, students in gifted programs expressed uncertainty 
about who should be identified with the label (Feldhusen & Dai, 1997), and one study 
suggested that they held contradictory views, sometimes arguing that they were no 
different than their non-gifted peers and other times listing ways in which they were, in 
fact, different (Meadows & Neumann, 2017). Efforts to understand what made some 
students more comfortable with the label than others indicated that both sociological 
factors (e.g., being recognized by close friends and parents as gifted) and psychological 
factors (e.g., enjoying feeling different) played a role.  
Since there seem to be fewer well-known alternatives to the labels gifted and 
gifted and talented compared to some labels used in special education, the majority of 
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studies in this context focused on how individuals made sense of these labels instead of 
comparing multiple terms. Across studies, data collection methods included Likert-type 
surveys (Feldhusen & Dai, 1997; Robinson, 1990), open-ended questions (Berlin, 2009; 
Matthews et al., 2014), and a combination of interviews and classroom observations  
(Meadows & Neumann, 2017).  
Existing theories and concepts from sociology and psychology offer an initial 
basis for understanding how achievement level labels might influence teachers, parents, 
and students. Becker’s (1963) labeling theory and Merton’s (1948) concept of self-
fulfilling prophecies indicates that labels may take on a self-perpetuating role, which in 
the context of this study emphasizes the importance of considering what ideas, exactly, 
achievement level labels communicate. Rist (1977) provided a compelling application of 
labeling theory to schools, recognizing the role of teachers and—by extension—parents 
in the process of reinforcing or diminishing the impact of “evaluative tags” such as 
labels. Lo’s (2014) LINK model reconciles societal and individual-level factors that 
shape students’ experience with labels and includes considerations about the role of 
trusted individuals, such as teachers and parents, in the labeling process.    
While the theoretical perspectives and empirical findings described provide some 
insight about achievement level labels, it is undeniable that labels from statewide 
assessments have received negligible attention compared to labels from other educational 
contexts despite their widespread use. Therefore, this study was designed to provide as 
much information as possible about teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions of 
labels and labeling preferences. No specific hypotheses were made about which labels 
would be perceived as “better” given the descriptive focus of the study and lack of 
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previous research about what features make some labels better than others. In general, the 
literature on growth mindset (Dweck, 2002, 2007) and the broaden-and-build theory of 
positive emotions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2013a) suggested that teachers, students, and 
parents would favor labels conveying a sensible amount of positivity, but other label 







This study was designed to provide a comprehensive perspective on how teachers, 
parents, and students perceive achievement labels from statewide tests as well as their 
labeling preferences. Cross-sectional data were collected from teachers and parents using 
online surveys and from students using interviews and an adapted section of the survey. 
The sample, data collection procedures, and data analysis methods are described in the 
following sections.  
3.1 Participants 
Teachers (N = 51) and parents (N = 50) were recruited across three states on the 
east coast of the United States: Massachusetts, New Jersey, and North Carolina. Among 
the teachers, 43 were women and 8 were men; 47 were White, 1 was Black or African 
American, 1 was multiracial, 1 selected “Other,” and 1 did not answer the question about 
race. In terms of ethnicity, 2 identified as Hispanic or Latino. There were 19 teachers 
from North Carolina, 16 from Massachusetts, and 16 from New Jersey. Thirty teachers 
had a master’s degree and 21 had a bachelor’s degree. Additionally, 22 taught 
Mathematics, 16 taught English Language Arts (ELA), and 13 taught both subjects. 
Twenty-one teachers taught middle school, 20 taught high school, 3 taught both, and the 
remaining 7 taught elementary school. Teachers’ level of experience ranged from 6 
months to 30 years, with a median of 8 years. Only public school teachers who taught 
ELA or Mathematics were recruited because they are the most likely to have experience 





testing in both subjects happens annually at public schools from grades 3 through 8 and at 
least once in high school (the same is not true for other subjects).    
Among the parents, 37 were women and 13 were men; 43 were White, 3 were 
Black or African American, 1 was Asian, 1 was multiracial, and 1 selected “Other.” Two 
parents were Hispanic or Latino. There were 18 parents from North Carolina, 16 from 
Massachusetts, and 16 from New Jersey. Most parents (45) had at least one child in grade 
6 or above and 5 parents had children who were in grades 3 through 5. Four parents 
reported that they had worked as school teachers in the past (the recruitment message 
specified that only “parents who are not school teachers” were eligible to take the 
survey). In terms of level of education, 15 parents had a bachelor’s degree, 13 a master’s 
degree, 7 some college education, 6 an associate’s degree, 4 a doctoral degree, 3 a high 
school diploma or GED, and 2 a professional degree. Only parents of students in grade 3 
or above who were attending public schools were invited to take the survey because that 
is when federally mandated statewide testing begins and private schools are not subject to 
the same policies.   
Students (N = 24) were recruited from the same three states. Nine were from 
Massachusetts, nine from New Jersey, and six from North Carolina. All attended public 
school and were in grade 5 or above. Students’ ages ranged from 10 to 16 years (M = 










10 1 4.2% 
11 4 16.7% 
12 6 25.0% 
13 4 16.7% 
14 4 16.7% 
15 4 16.7% 
16 1 4.2% 
 
3.2 Procedures and Measures 
3.2.1 Recruitment 
 Teachers were recruited by asking public school principals in Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, and North Carolina to forward a recruitment message to mathematics and ELA 
teachers in their school. Reminders were sent after one week and again after two weeks. 
Teachers were offered a $40 Amazon gift card for completing the survey. 
Parents were recruited to take a very similar version of the online survey by 
asking presidents and secretaries of public school Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) to 
forward a recruitment message to parents. Emails were sent to middle school and high 
school PTAs in Hampshire County, Massachusetts; Forsyth County, North Carolina; and 
Somerset County, New Jersey. Again, two reminders were sent: after one week and after 
two weeks. Parents were recruited from specific counties because the original plan was to 
recruit students through the parents who completed the online survey, and arranging 
meetings with students across all counties in three states would not be feasible. Parents 
were offered a $30 Amazon gift card for completing the survey. 
Lastly, to recruit students in middle school and high school, recruitment flyers 





public libraries in the three counties. In addition, the following message was included in 
the online gift card form that parents completed after finishing the survey: 
Opportunity for students: If you are interested and provide permission, your child 
will be invited to participate in a 20-minute interview in a local public library. 
The interview will not involve any personal questions and all responses will be 
confidential. If your child agrees to be interviewed, he or she will receive a $15 
Amazon gift card. Would you like to receive more information about this 
opportunity via email? 
Unfortunately, only one parent who completed the online survey signed up her child to be 
interviewed and the flyers posted in public libraries were unsuccessful in spite of being 
carefully designed to attract parents’ attention. Therefore, different strategies had to be 
implemented to recruit students. In Massachusetts, parents who contacted the researcher 
to ask about the survey once it had already closed were invited to sign up their child (or 
one of their children) to be interviewed. Eight interviews were arranged in this manner 
and another was scheduled by contacting an acquaintance. In New Jersey and North 
Carolina, all interviews were conducted with children of acquaintances except for the 
single interview arranged with a parent who completed the survey. In all cases, informed 
consent and assent procedures were followed and interviews were only conducted with 
students who met the criteria of being in grade 5 or above and attending a public school. 
3.2.2 Data Collection 
3.2.2.1 Labels from Statewide Assessments 
 Achievement level labels for statewide assessments from all 50 states were 





organizations that provide assessment services to states. Whenever possible, the names of 
the labels were taken directly from online score report samples. In some cases, the names 
of the labels were found on interpretive guides and official newsletters. To avoid the 
inclusion of outdated labels, only materials dated Fall 2016 or later were considered. 
Labels for both middle school and high school assessments were collected. However, a 
decision was made to examine only labels for middle school assessments.  
The decision to examine labels for middle school assessments only was informed 
by the following: (a) there is more exposure to labels from assessments taken before high 
school (federal regulations require that students take statewide assessments in ELA and 
mathematics every year from grades 3 through 8, but only once in high school), (b) there 
is considerable overlap between middle school and high school achievement level labels 
(34 of the 50 states used the same labels for middle school and high school assessments), 
(c) for a few states, the labels used for high school assessments had such a different focus 
(i.e., likelihood of college success) that it seemed questionable to include them in the 
same analyses as other labels, and (d) middle school is when the effects of self-fulfilling 
prophesies and other consequences of labeling may first be experienced. Although labels 
from middle school assessments were prioritized, high school students attending public 
schools were still recruited for data collection since any public school high school student 
is likely to have received labels from statewide assessments at least 12 times (twice per 
year from grades 3 through 8).  
The final selection of labels used in this study included 73 unique labels: 28 
denoting the Lowest level of achievement, 27 denoting Low achievement, and 18 





were identified by simply selecting whichever label was used for the lowest category of 
achievement in each state. The labels in the Medium category were identified by 
selecting the labels that states themselves identified as denoting “proficiency” (per 
federal regulations, all states must choose one achievement category that represents being 
proficient). Finally, the labels in the Low category were identified by selecting any labels 
between the Lowest and Medium categories for each state—38 states only had one 
category between Lowest and Medium, 9 states had two categories, and 3 states had zero. 
Labels denoting higher levels of achievement were not included to prioritize labels for 
students who may be struggling more and to keep the online survey (for teachers and 
parents) and interview protocol (for students) at a reasonable length.    
3.2.2.2 Online Survey of Teachers and Parents 
Data were collected from teachers and parents through similar online surveys 
designed to take between 35 and 45 minutes. After reading the teacher or parent version 
of the informed consent form (Appendix B), potential participants were instructed to 
click on a button with the text “I agree” to indicate that they were at least 18 years old, 
had read and understood the consent form, and agreed to participate in the study. 
Participants who chose to take the survey completed six sections (Appendix C). In 
sections where lists of labels were displayed or consecutive ratings were requested, the 
order in which the labels were presented was randomized across participants.  
Sorting tasks. For each set of achievement level labels (Lowest, Low, and 
Medium), participants were asked to complete a separate three-step sorting task using 
drag-and-drop functionality. All labels from a set were on the left side of the screen and 





sort all labels into two boxes so that labels in one box would be more similar to each 
other than to labels in the other box. In step two, they were asked to sort the same labels 
into four groups so that labels in each box would be more similar to each other than to 
labels in other boxes. In step three, using the same similarity criterion, they were asked to 
sort the labels again into six groups. For each set of labels, all steps were presented on the 
same page so that participants could refer to configurations from previous steps as they 
progressed through the task.  
Selection of preferred labels. For each set of labels, participants were asked, “If 
you had to pick three labels that might be assigned to a child, which three would they be? 
Pick only three, and not less than three” (teacher version) or “If you had to pick three 
labels that might be assigned to your child, which three would they be? Pick only three, 
and not less than three” (parent version). Participants indicated their preferences by 
checking the boxes next to their preferred labels.   
Encouragement ratings. Participants were asked to judge each label’s level of 
encouragement using a scale ranging from 1 (very discouraging) to 6 (very encouraging). 
Only the endpoints of the scale were labeled.  
Clarity ratings. Participants were also asked to judge each label’s level of clarity 
using a scale ranging from 1 (very unclear) to 6 (very clear). Again, only the endpoints of 
the scale were labeled.  
Demographic questionnaire. Parents were asked to provide information about 
race/ethnicity, highest level of education, child’s (or children’s) grade, which language 
they speak at home, with which language they feel most comfortable, whether they have 





Education Plan (IEP) status, child’s (or children’s) Plan 504 status, and child’s (or 
children’s) participation in gifted or accelerated learning programs. In turn, teachers were 
asked to provide information about gender, race/ethnicity, highest level of education, 
years of teaching experience, grade(s) taught, and subject(s) taught. 
Additional feedback. In the last section of the survey, teachers and parents had 
the opportunity to answer the questions “Do you have any advice for how states should 
label the different achievement categories on statewide tests?” and “Is there anything you 
would like to share about how you talk to your students about results from statewide 
tests?” (teacher version) or “Is there anything you would like to share about how you talk 
to your child (or children) about results from statewide tests?” (parent version). 
Gift card form. On the last page of the survey, teachers and parents were 
redirected to a separate form to enter their preferred email address for receiving an 
electronic gift card ($40 for teachers and $30 for parents).  
3.2.2.3 Interviews with Students 
Data were collected from middle school and high school students through semi-
structured, in-person interviews with a short survey component. The interviews lasted 20 
minutes and took place in public libraries across three counties in Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, and North Carolina. The interview protocol was developed keeping in mind that 
completing three sorting tasks and 146 scale ratings would likely be too taxing for 
younger students, and asking students to participate in long interviews could make 
recruitment more challenging. Therefore, the protocol used with students included some 
components of the online survey, but not all.     





form online (Appendix D), they scheduled a date and time to bring their child to a 
designated library. At the scheduled date and time, I reviewed the assent form with the 
student while the parent was still in the meeting room (using a different version 
depending on the student’s age; see Appendix E). Students who chose to participate in 
the study immediately received a $15 Amazon gift card. Parents were asked to 
accompany their child until the start of the interview and wait nearby until its conclusion.  
During the interviews, I placed index cards with each label from the Lowest 
category in front of the student in random order, reading each label aloud. I then said, 
“Think about one of your friends. If a teacher had to use some of these words or 
sentences to talk about your friend after he or she took a school test, which three would 
you pick?” After the student picked three index cards, I asked, “What is it that you like 
about the ones you picked?” The same procedure was followed for labels in the Low and 
Medium categories (this part of the protocol is analogous to the “selection of preferred 
labels” section of the online survey).  
After students finished the first part of the interview protocol, they were asked to 
rate the 28 Lowest labels along a 6-point scale similar to the encouragement scale 
(Appendix F). Since students are the primary recipients of achievement level labels and 
the concepts of discouragement and encouragement might not be as clear to them, the 
directions were adapted to: 
There is a student in a class just like yours. The student does well in some 
subjects and not so well in other subjects. In the table below you will see a list of 
words a teacher might use to describe the student to his or her parent. Read each 





describe him or her. Put a check (✔) in the box that matches how you think the 
student would feel. 
Additionally, the scale anchors were adapted to feel very bad and feel very good, and 
were presented along with simple smiley faces representing each point along the scale. 
The adapted scale also included an “I don’t know” option since it was feasible that some 
students might not know all the terms used as labels. 
3.3 Data Analyses 
3.3.1 First Research Question 
The first research question was: How do teachers and parents perceive different 
achievement level labels when they are not given criteria to consider? For each set of 
labels, this question was answered using primarily weighted multidimensional scaling 
(WMDS), a technique that may be used to discover the dimensions underlying 
perceptions of stimuli, how the stimuli compare along those dimensions, and potential 
differences between individuals or groups (Kruskal & Wish, 1978). A key advantage of 
multidimensional scaling is that participants do not need to be told which dimensions to 
consider (Pinkley, Gelfand, & Duan, 2005). As Kruskal and Wish (1978) elegantly 
explained, the dimensions that participants consider when judging different stimuli 
constitute “information to discover rather than to impose” (p. 10).  
The input for WMDS must include three or more stimulus proximity matrices 
indicating the perceived level of similarity or dissimilarity among all pairs of stimuli 
(Davison & Sireci, 2000). The size of a proximity matrix depends on the number of 
stimuli. If 20 stimuli are being examined, a 20 by 20 matrix should be used, although 





paired comparisons or sorting tasks (Davison & Sireci, 2000). When the paired 
comparisons approach is used, the number of stimuli pairs that participants must rate (on 
a 6-point scale, for example) is given by n(n – 1)/2, where n is the total number of 
stimuli. For the current study, this approach would have required 688 comparisons across 
the three sets of labels. The number of required comparisons may be large, but the 
information obtained through paired comparisons makes it possible to create a detailed 
proximity matrix for each participant.  
When sorting tasks are used, the traditional approach is to have participants sort 
stimuli into groups so that those in the same group are more similar to each other than to 
those in other groups (Kruskal & Wish, 1978). This results in one dichotomous matrix of 
similarity ratings for each participant, with 0s for pairs of stimuli that were grouped 
together and 1s for pairs that were in different groups. Such matrices are not very 
informative by themselves, so analysis typically proceeds by adding up the values of each 
cell across participants to create a single group matrix representing judgments by several 
individuals (Davison & Sireci, 2000). Although sorting tasks are quicker, the resulting 
data is less detailed. 
The data collection method used in the current study was a modified, sequential 
version of the traditional sorting procedure. As described in the Data Collection section, 
participants were asked to sort the labels in each set (separately) following three steps: 
using two groups, then four groups, and finally six groups. The sorting arrangements 
across the three steps were then used to create a proximity matrix for each participant, 





• Pairs of labels that were grouped together at the end of step 3 are the most 
similar and received a score of 0 
• Pairs of labels that were grouped together at the end of step 2, but not at the 
end of step 3, received a score of 1 
• Pairs of labels that were grouped together at the end of step 1, but not at the 
end of step 2, received a score of 2 
• Pairs of labels that were never grouped together are the most dissimilar and 
received a score of 3 
This modified procedure made it possible to obtain more fine-grained information 
than would be possible through a traditional sorting task while taking less time than 
would be required for pairwise comparisons. Once individual proximity matrices were 
prepared for all participants, aggregate matrices were created for each of the six groups 
(MA teachers, NJ teachers, NC teachers, MA parents, NJ parents, and NC parents). The 
aggregate group matrices were created by adding all matrix cells across participants in a 
group, then diving the sum of each cell by the group’s sample size (this adjustment was 
made since there were slight differences in the number of participants in each group).   
 





 Separate analyses were conducted for each set of labels and each analysis 
included input from all groups of teachers and parents. The ALSCAL algorithm was used 
as implemented in SPSS 24. The data in the input matrices were identified as ordinal 
dissimilarity ratings (ranging from 0 to 3), which prompted nonmetric analyses. Solutions 
ranging from two to six dimensions were requested using WMDS based on the individual 
differences scaling (INDSCAL) model. A one-dimensional solution was also obtained, 
although using replicated MDS (RMDS) since the subject weights used for WMDS are 
undefined in solutions with only one dimension. In essence, nonmetric MDS proceeds as 
follows: first, an initial configuration of stimulus coordinates is assumed; then, inter-
stimulus distances are computed and the fit of those distances to stimulus disparities is 
obtained; this process continues iteratively, each time attempting to improve the fit, until 
a convergence criterion is met. The following paragraph provides key formulas for 
WMDS. The formulas for RMDS are similar, but do not incorporate weights.  
Inter-stimulus distances for WMDS are given by the formula 
𝑑𝑖𝑗𝑘






where r is the total number of dimensions to be estimated, 𝑤𝑘𝑎 is the weight for subject k 
on dimension 𝑎, 𝑥𝑖𝑎 is the coordinate of stimulus i on dimension 𝑎, and 𝑥𝑗𝑎 is the 
coordinate of stimulus j on dimension 𝑎 (Young & Harris, 1993). By incorporating 
weights into the formula, it is possible to examine the relative salience of the dimensions 
for each individual or group (depending on whether individual or aggregate matrices are 






In terms of reaching convergence, the convergence criterion used for nonmetric 












]𝑚𝑘=1   (2) 
In this formula, m is the total number of proximity matrices (in this case, six), 𝑑𝑖𝑗𝑘 are the 
distances, and 𝑑𝑖𝑗𝑘
∗  are disparities (Young & Harris, 1993)—the ordinal proximity data 
after being optimally scaled using Kruskal's (1964) least-squares monotonic 
transformation. Whenever disparities are used, it is necessary to choose how INDSCAL 
should handle “ties” in the proximity ratings. An approach that allows ties in the original 
data to be untied in the transformed data was used (i.e., the primary approach). This 
choice is common in nonmetric multidimensional scaling since ordinal proximity ratings 
include measurement error, so it may be overly strict to specify that the ties in the 
original data be exactly mirrored in the transformed data (Davison & Sireci, 2000).  
When convergence is reached, the output for WMDS and RMDS includes an 
overall stimulus coordinate matrix representing the best overall solution and, in the case 
of WMDS, a weight matrix displaying the estimated weights for all groups (rows) across 
all dimensions (columns). While S-STRESS is optimized in the computation of stimulus 
coordinates, the main fit index reported by ALSCAL is STRESS, which is defined 
identically to S-STRESS except for the use of distances rather than squared distances. 
STRESS indicates the amount of mismatch between the transformed proximities and 
final distances in a solution, with higher values indicating worse fit. The other fit index 
reported is R-squared, which reflects the proportion of variance in the transformed 





When comparing scaling solutions with different numbers of dimensions, it is 
expected that R-squared will increase and STRESS will decrease for solutions with more 
dimensions. However, simply picking the solution with the lowest STRESS or highest R-
squared is not desirable since that solution might be overfitting the data. A better 
approach is to jointly consider the interpretability of each solution as well as the number 
of dimensions beyond which improvements in fit are relatively small. When STRESS 
values are plotted as a function of dimensions, this number coincides with the point in the 
plot that resembles an elbow.  
STRESS values may also be compared to critical values such as those presented 
by Sturrock and Rocha (2000), who created a table of values that allows researchers to 
compare the STRESS in non-metric MDS solutions to the 1% left-tail cutoff from a 
distribution of STRESS values based on fitting 1- to 3-dimensional solutions to random 
matrices with 5 to 100 objects. The table was based on an extensive simulation study that 
used 800 iterations for each combination of conditions. If the STRESS for an obtained 
solution is lower than the critical value in the table for the same number of objects and 
dimensions, there is a less than 1% chance that the objects that were scaled have no 
underlying structure. 
For each set of achievement level labels, the most appropriate dimensionality for 
the data was determined based on fit indices, the interpretability of dimensions across 
solutions, subject weights, and Sturrock and Rocha’s (2000) critical values. Once the 
most reasonable number of dimensions was selected, stimulus configurations were 





3.3.2 Second Research Question  
The second research question was: How do teachers and parents perceive 
different achievement level labels in terms of encouragement and clarity? This question 
was answered using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations to compare average 
ratings (after confirming that they were normally distributed based on visual inspection 
and Shapiro-Wilk tests), and independent samples t-tests to compare sets of individual 
ratings for each label across groups. The Satterthwaite approximation for degrees of 
freedom was applied to t-test comparisons that did not meet the assumption of equal 
variances.  
Since multiple pairwise comparisons were conducted for both the encouragement 
and clarity scales, steps had to be taken to control the type I error rate. This rate is the 
probability of rejecting the null hypothesis that there is no difference between groups 
when, in fact, that hypothesis is true (it is also known as the probably of a false positive). 
In the social sciences, the type I error rate is usually controlled by specifying the 
maximum probability of making such an error as 0.05, which then become the alpha level 
used for hypothesis testing. However, if multiple comparisons are tested using that alpha 
level without adjustments, the type I error rate for that family of comparisons will be 
higher than 0.05 and any conclusions drawn from the results will be less trustworthy. 
In the current study, a family of comparisons was defined as all comparisons 
pertaining to the same scale (encouragement or clarity) and set of labels (Lowest, Low, or 
Medium). To keep the familywise type I error rate at 0.05, p values from the t-tests were 
compared to alpha levels adjusted based on Holm’s sequential procedure. Holm’s 





ascending order, then comparing the first p values to 𝛼/𝑚, where 𝛼 is the alpha level and 
𝑚 is the number of comparisons in the set (there were 28 comparisons for the Lowest 
labels, 27 for the Low labels, and 18 for the Medium labels per scale). If the lowest p 
value is lower than 𝛼/𝑚, the second-lowest p value is compared to 𝑎/(𝑚 − 1). Likewise, 
if the second-lowest p value is lower than 𝑎/(𝑚 − 1), then the third-lowest is compared 
to 𝑎/(𝑚 − 2). The procedure continues in this manner until the null hypothesis is not 
rejected, at which point hypothesis testing stops and all remaining comparisons are 
deemed non-significant. 
Due to the number of labels included in this study and the necessity to control for 
type I error inflation, statistical power—or the probability of detecting an effect (or group 
difference) if it truly exists—was lower than it would have been if only a small selection 
of labels had been investigated. Based on estimates from G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, 
Buchner, & Lang, 2009), presented in Table 3.2, the t-tests used to compare scale ratings 
had sufficient power to detect large differences (expressed in terms of Cohen’s d, or 
standard deviation units), but were underpowered to detect small or medium differences. 
Keeping this in mind, descriptive statistics and plots are provided for all comparisons, 
and non-significant differences greater than one-half of a standard deviation are noted so 
readers may draw their own conclusions about which comparisons carry practical 













Table 3.2. Estimated Statistical Power for a Sample of 100 Participants 
 
 Effect size 
 
Small 
(d = 0.2) 
Medium 
(d = 0.5) 
Large 
(d = 0.8) 
Lowest  
(n = 28) 
0.02 0.25 0.79 
Low  
(n = 27) 
0.02 0.25 0.79 
Medium  
(n = 18) 
0.02 0.30 0.83 
 
3.3.3 Third Research Question 
The third research question was: Are there differences in teachers’, parents’, and 
students’ encouragement ratings of labels for the lowest level of achievement? To explore 
this question, teachers’ and parents’ encouragement ratings of the Lowest labels were 
compared to students’ ratings along a similar scale that used “feel very bad” and “feel 
very good” as anchors instead of “very discouraging” and “very encouraging.” The scale 
also included an “I don’t know” option, which provided additional insight into students’ 
understanding of the labels (or lack thereof). Only descriptive analyses were performed 
given the relatively small sample of students (N = 24) and the fact that only 11 of those 
students provided ratings for all labels. 
3.3.4 Fourth Research Question 
The fourth research question was: What is the relation between teachers’ and 
parents’ perceptions of labels when no criteria are provided, and when based on the 
criteria of encouragement and clarity? To gain a better understanding of the WMDS 
results, correlations were computed between the ratings from each scale (encouragement 





solution for the Lowest, Low, and Medium labels. Computing correlations between 
external criteria and scaling results is a recommended approach for WMDS and has been 
applied in a number of studies (Jones & Young, 1972; Sireci, Robin, Meara, Rogers, & 
Swaminathan, 1997). Davison's (1983) guidelines were followed to determine whether 
any of the WMDS dimensions represented the same construct as measured through the 
encouragement and clarity scale (i.e., scale ratings should correlate with one dimension 
significantly and highly, and correlations with other dimensions should be near zero).  
3.3.5 Fifth Research Question 
The fifth and last research question was: Are there differences in which labels 
teachers, parents, and students prefer? This question was answered using participants’ 
selections of their three preferred labels from each set (Lowest, Low, and Medium). Most 
participants followed the instructions. Among the 51 teachers who completed the online 
survey, 50 made valid selections for all sets and 1 made invalid selections for one set 
(i.e., selected fewer or more than three labels). Among the 50 parents who also completed 
the online survey, 44 made valid selections for all sets of labels, 3 made invalid selections 
for one set, and 3 did not make any valid selections. All 24 students interviewed provided 
valid selections. 
In addition to computing the proportion of participants from each group who 
selected each label (i.e., preference rates), each label’s group-specific rank was also 
obtained. When two or more labels had the same preference rate, they were assigned the 
average of the ranks they would have occupied had they not been tied. For example, if 
three labels had preference rates of 50%, 40%, and 40%, their ranks would have been 1, 





popular for any group, Chi-square tests of independence were used to investigate the 
association between group and preference rates. Holm’s sequential procedure was used to 
control the type I error rate for each set of labels.  
The quantitative preference results were contextualized using students’ 
explanations of what they liked about each label selected as well as teachers’ and parents’ 
answers to two survey questions: “Do you have any advice about how states should label 
the different achievement categories on statewide tests?” and “Is there anything you 
would like to share about how you talk to your students about results from statewide 
tests?” In the parent survey, “students” was replaced by “your child (or children).”  
Themes in participants’ qualitative responses were identified in two cycles. First, 
In Vivo codes were assigned by extracting one to three words from each response that 
represented the essence of what was communicated. Then, considering the original 
responses along with their In Vivo codes, pattern codes were assigned based on emergent 
themes. This process was followed separately for each of the two questions presented to 
teachers and parents, and each set of labels for which students provided comments 
(Lowest, Low, and Medium). A codebook was used to assist in developing, tracking, and 








4.1 Teachers’ and Parents’ Perceptions of Labels in the Absence of Criteria 
(Multidimensional Scaling Results) 
4.1.1 Lowest Labels 
The first research question was: How do teachers and parents perceive different 
achievement level labels when they are not given criteria to consider? The fit indices for 
the Lowest labels are presented numerically in Table 4.1 and graphically in Figure 4.1. 
The location of the “elbow” in the figure suggested that a two-dimensional structure was 
the best option to represent perceptions of the Lowest labels. Additionally, after 
attempting to interpret the stimulus configurations from all solutions and considering 
their subject weights (information about the salience and relative importance of each 
dimension to each group), it was deemed the most interpretable. The overall STRESS 
was 0.24, which was below Sturrock and Rocha’s (2000) critical value for 28 objects 
scaled in two dimensions (0.32), supporting the fit of that solution. The overall R-squared 
value was 0.73, indicating the solution accounted for 73% of the (transformed) similarity 
data.  
In the two-dimensional MDS solution (Figure 4.2), Dimension 1 (horizontal) was 
labeled “Negative versus Positive” because it separates Lowest labels that use the words 
“below,” “not,” and the prefixes “un-” and “in-” from labels that use “not yet” and 
emphasize what students are or have instead of what they are not or lack. For example, 
substantially below proficient, unsatisfactory, and does not meet expectations are on the 





in need of support are on the positive side. The labels minimal understanding and limited 
command are also on the positive side. While both are far from being compliments, they 
do convey the idea that the student has some of the desired quality, even if just a small 
amount.  

















R2 .200 .176 .144 .169 .170 .206 .335 
STRESS .560 .568 .579 .569 .570 .558 .511 
Two-Dimensional 
R2 .729 .669 .799 .691 .740 .782 .694 
STRESS .237 .259 .205 .248 .233 .213 .257 
Three-Dimensional 
R2 .746 .715 .796 .725 .749 .794 .696 
STRESS .193 .200 .169 .198 .193 .176 .220 
Four-Dimensional 
R2 .770 .782 .843 .743 .802 .772 .676 
STRESS .155 .146 .129 .164 .144 .152 .188 
Five-Dimensional 
R2 .787 .809 .854 .762 .806 .805 .687 
STRESS .139 .131 .115 .145 .129 .132 .173 
Six-Dimensional 
R2 .801 .827 .853 .778 .813 .808 .727 







Figure 4.1. Multidimensional scaling fit indices as a function of dimensionality (Lowest 
labels). 
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Dimension 2 (vertical), termed “Expectations-Based Language versus Other,” 
appears to separate Lowest labels that describe students’ performance in relation to 
standards, grade level, and expectations from labels that use other criteria, such as 
proficiency, adeptness as a learner, and adequacy. The labels did not yet meet 
expectations and below the standards illustrate the former while below proficient, novice, 
and inadequate reflect the latter. The labels using expectations-based language also 
tended to be lengthier: those in the bottom half of the configuration had 22 characters on 
average compared to 13 for those in the top half. These findings indicate that whether 
labels use positive or negative language and whether they reference expectations and 
related concepts were two important factors in teachers’ and parents’ conceptualization of 
labels for the lowest level of achievement.  
The VAF (Variance Accounted For) for Dimension 1 was .43 compared to .29 for 
Dimension 2, which suggests that the Negative versus Positive dimension was relatively 
more important (i.e., accounted for more variation in the similarity data). Examining the 
group-specific weights for each dimension, shown in Table 4.2, only the parents from 
North Carolina stood out as different. All other groups had higher weights on the 
Negative versus Positive dimension, but that pattern was reversed for NC parents. These 















MA teachers .64 .51 
NJ teachers .77 .46 
NC teachers .60 .58 
MA parents .73 .45 
NJ parents .75 .46 





Figure 4.3. Scatterplot of weights for the two-dimensional solution for the Lowest labels. 
 
4.1.2 Low Labels 
 The R-squared and STRESS values for the Low labels are presented in Table 4.3 
and Figure 4.4. It was not possible to obtain a six-dimensional solution because, when 





suggests too many dimensions were being fit to the data. After considering the fit indices 
for solutions ranging from two to five dimensions, the interpretability of the spatial 
configurations for different solutions, and the subject weights, the two-dimensional 
solution was selected as the one that provided the best trade-off between interpretability 
and fit. That solution had an overall R-squared value of 0.76 and STRESS value of 0.24, 
indicating about the same degree of fit as for the solution for the Lowest labels. Again, 
the STRESS value (0.24) was lower than Sturrock and Rocha's (2000) critical value for 
27 objects scaled in two dimensions (0.32). 



















R2 .695 .756 .690 .739 .674 .590 .724 
STRESS .337 .302 .339 .312 .349 .392 .322 
2-Dimensional 
R2 .758 .771 .755 .805 .804 .652 .760 
STRESS .238 .238 .235 .210 .210 .280 .249 
3-Dimensional 
R2 .793 .821 .867 .847 .817 .649 .755 
STRESS .194 .181 .151 .166 .180 .248 .221 
4-Dimensional 
R2 .830 .845 .881 .888 .856 .764 .744 
STRESS .155 .148 .128 .124 .141 .184 .193 
5-Dimensional 
R2 .858 .846 .909 .901 .853 .858 .781 









Figure 4.4. Multidimensional scaling fit indices as a function of dimensionality (Low 
labels). 
 The stimulus configuration for the two-dimensional solution is displayed in 
Figure 4.5. Dimension 1 (horizontal), termed “Closeness to Expectations,” distributes the 
labels so that those on the left represent being farther from achieving a certain goal (e.g., 
proficiency, expectations), those near zero represent being halfway there, and those on 
the right represent being closer to achieving such goal. For example, fail - basic and 
below proficient are in the “farther” region, partially met expectations as well as 
apprentice are in the “halfway” region, and nearly met the achievement standard and 
approaching expectations are in the “closer” region. It is worth noting that fail - basic 
was perceived as much “farther” than basic by itself, emphasizing the impact that a single 
word can make in the connotation of a label.  
 Dimension 2 (vertical) was termed “Partial to Full” and separates the labels into 
three groups. The five labels closest to the bottom communicate the idea of partial status 
through the words “partial” and “partially” (e.g., partial understanding, partially met 
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achievement standard, communicate the idea of being close to full status. This group 
includes several labels that use the words “approaching” and “nearly” and three labels 
that use “below” or “limited,” which are more negative in tone, but semantically similar. 
Lastly, the eight labels closest to the top communicate full status (e.g., fail – basic, pass, 
and level 2). Unlike the labels in the two other groups, none of the labels in this group 
include modifiers, with developing learner being the only exception.  
  





The VAF for Dimension 1 was .61 compared to .15 for Dimension 2, indicating 
that the Closeness to Expectations dimension was relatively more important to teachers 
and parents than the Partial to Full dimension. Figure 4.6 and Table 4.4 provide a more 
fine-grained perspective. All groups had larger weights on Dimension 1 (Closeness to 
Expectations) than Dimension 2 (Partial to Full). Parents from North Carolina did not 
deviate from this pattern, but they did have the largest weight on Dimension 1, and 
smallest on Dimension 2.  
 
 

















Partial to Full 
MA teachers .83 .28 
NJ teachers .75 .43 
NC teachers .79 .43 
MA parents .78 .44 
NJ parents .69 .42 
NC parents .84 .22 
 
4.1.3 Medium Labels 
The fit indices for the Medium labels are presented in Table 4.5 and Figure 4.7. 
After considering the elbow in the figure, R-squared and STRESS values, subject 
weights, and the interpretability of all solutions, the two-dimensional solution was again 
selected as the most adequate representation of the labels. The solution had an overall R-
squared value of 0.73 and STRESS value of 0.24, indicating a similar level of fit as 
obtained for the other sets of labels. Additionally, the STRESS value was lower than 
0.26, Sturrock and Rocha's (2000) critical value for 18 objects scaled in two dimensions. 
In the stimulus configuration for the two-dimensional solution (Figure 4.8), 
Dimension 1 seems to be separating labels that use the word “meet” and its derivatives 
from all other labels. For example, meets the standards, meeting expectations, and 
standard met are all clustered on the right side of this dimension, which was termed 
“Meeting versus Other.” In turn, Dimension 2 was termed “Level of Achievement” and 
appears to be separating the labels based on how much achievement they convey, ranging 
from on track and sufficient command (relatively less) to mastery and level 4 (relatively 























R2 .471 .451 .529 .589 .622 .435 .199 
STRESS .428 .432 .400 .374 .363 .442 .534 
2-Dimensional 
R2 .734 .821 .843 .784 .794 .580 .584 
STRESS .241 .196 .184 .216 .214 .306 .302 
3-Dimensional 
R2 .781 .909 .893 .829 .823 .574 .659 
STRESS .201 .127 .138 .176 .185 .286 .247 
4-Dimensional 
R2 .814 .879 .898 .836 .842 .642 .789 
STRESS .153 .123 .114 .142 .149 .214 .157 
5-Dimensional 
R2 .820 .898 .922 .842 .816 .586 .857 
STRESS .131 .104 .097 .131 .133 .191 .109 
6-Dimensional 
R2 .847 .910 .909 .883 .857 .641 .881 
STRESS .108 .089 .090 .095 .103 .161 .089 
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Figure 4.8. Multidimensional scaling fit indices as a function of dimensionality (Medium 
labels). 
The VAFs for dimensions 1 and 2 were .41 and .31, respectively, indicating that 
the Meeting versus Other dimension was only slightly more salient than Level of 
Achievement when considering all groups simultaneously. Table 4.6 and Figure 4.9 
provide a more detailed perspective. Considering group-specific weights, two of the three 
groups of teachers (NJ and MA) had larger weights for Level of Achievement, while the 














MA teachers .59 .69 
NJ teachers .52 .75 
NC teachers .71 .52 
MA parents .78 .44 
NJ parents .66 .38 








In conclusion, the MDS analysis of teachers’ and parents’ sorting data revealed 





were distinguished by whether they had a positive or negative tone and whether they used 
expectations-based language. For the Low labels, key distinguishing factors were 
closeness to meeting expectations and the extent to which they communicated partial or 
full status. Finally, the Medium labels were distinguished by whether or not they used the 
word “meet” and its derivatives as well as how much achievement they conveyed. For 
every set, one dimension had to with explicit word choices and the other reflected the 
labels’ implicit meaning (i.e., tone, closeness to expectations, and level of achievement).  
Table 4.7. Summary of Dimensions for Each Set of Labels 
Labels Dimension Interpretation 
Lowest Negative v. Positive separates labels that use the words “below,” “not,” 
and the prefixes “un-” and “in-” from labels that use 
“not yet” and emphasize what students are or have 
instead of what they are not or lack 
 Expectations-Based 
Language v. Other 
separates labels that describe students’ performance 
in relation to standards, grade level, and expectations 
from labels that use other criteria (e.g., proficiency, 
adeptness as a learner, adequacy) 
Low Closeness to 
Expectations 
separates the labels based on whether they represent 
being farther from achieving a certain goal, being 
halfway there, or being closer to achieving such goal 
(e.g., proficiency) 
 Partial to Full separates the labels based on the extent to which they 
communicate partial or full status through the use of 
modifiers or the lack thereof (e.g., partially proficient 
versus apprentice) 
Medium Meeting v. Other separates the labels depending on whether they use 
the word “meet” or its derivatives 
 Level of 
Achievement 
separates the labels based on how much achievement 
they convey, ranging from on track and level 3 (less) 
to mastery and level 4 (more) 
 There were no clear differences between teachers and parents or across states, 
although NC parents were the most distinct from any other group, especially considering 





be that, at the time of this study, NC used labels based on command of knowledge (e.g., 
limited command) while both MA and NJ used labels based on expectations (e.g., not 
meeting expectations). Therefore, NC parents are likely to have the least exposure to 
labels using expectations-based language.  
4.2 Teachers’ and Parents’ Encouragement and Clarity Ratings 
The second research question was: How do teachers and parents perceive 
different achievement level labels in terms of encouragement and clarity? The first step in 
examining potential groups differences was to correlate the average ratings for the labels 
within each set between the two groups (teachers and parents) and scales (encouragement 
and clarity). Teachers’ and parents’ average ratings were highly and significantly 
correlated (see Table 4.8).  
Table 4.8. Correlations Between Teachers’ and Parents’ Average Ratings 
 Scale 
Labels Encouragement Clarity 
Lowest 
(n = 28) .97a .91a 
Low 
(n = 27) 
.96a .96a 
Medium 
(n = 18) 
.94a .96a 
a significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
As shown in Table 4.9, the relation between the labels’ perceived encouragement 
and clarity, as rated by teachers, was non-significant for the Lowest and Low labels, but 
there was a strong positive correlation for the Medium labels. Among parents, the 
relation between the average encouragement and clarity ratings was significant for all sets 
of labels. There was a weak-to-moderate positive correlation for the Lowest and Low 





encouragement and clarity ratings for the Medium labels. This finding, compared to a 
weaker or non-significant relation for the other labels, may be interpreted through the 
following lens: when the results are positive, being clear is encouraging, so clarity and 
encouragement go hand-in-hand. Meanwhile, when the results are not as positive, the 
relation between the two criteria is more complex.  
Table 4.9. Correlations Between Average Encouragement and Clarity Ratings 
 Group 
Labels Teachers Parents 
Lowest 
(n = 28) .28 .40* 
Low 
(n = 27) .35 .52** 
Medium 
(n = 18) 
.83** .88** 
* significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
** significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 
4.2.1 Lowest Labels 
Figure 4.10 offers a visual comparison of teachers’ and parents’ encouragement 
ratings, sorted based on teachers’ ratings (see Appendix G for descriptive statistics for all 
comparisons). Overall, there were strong similarities between the groups. Using 
independent samples t-tests with Holm’s sequential procedure for multiple comparisons, 
there were no significant differences in the encouragement ratings for any of the Lowest 
labels. The largest (non-significant) differences were between teachers’ and parents’ 
ratings of the labels did not yet meet expectations (MT = 3.64, MP = 3.02, d = 0.52) and 
novice (MT = 3.52, MP = 2.88, d = 0.52). In terms of comparisons among the labels 
themselves, average ratings ranged from 1.24 for inadequate to 3.90 for in need of 





The clarity ratings for the Lowest labels are presented in Figure 4.11. Compared 
to the encouragement ratings, there was somewhat less agreement between teachers’ and 
parents’ perceptions. The only statistically significant difference between the two groups 
was for the label beginning learner, which was clearer to parents (M = 3.78, SD = 1.23) 
than teachers (M = 2.88, SD = 1.37); t(99) = 3.46, p = 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.69. Although 
not significant, the difference between ratings for four other labels was more than one-
half of a standard deviation: below (d = 0.59), inadequate (d = 0.57), novice (d = 0.52), 
and standard not met (d = 0.51). 
Average clarity ratings ranged from 1.76 for below to 4.67 for standard not met. 
In general, one-word labels had the lowest ratings (e.g., below, minimal, inadequate) and 
labels that referenced specific criteria such as standards and expectations had the highest 
(those labels also tended to use more words). It is worth noting that did not pass and in 
need of support were also rated highly by both groups. Tables 4.10 and 4.11 provide a 







Figure 4.10. Mean and 95% confidence interval for encouragement ratings for the Lowest 








Figure 4.11. Mean and 95% confidence interval for clarity ratings for the Lowest labels 






Table 4.10. Five Largest Mean Encouragement Ratings for the Lowest Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. In need of support (M = 3.90) 1. In need of support (M = 3.78) 
2. Beginning learner (M = 3.78) 2. Beginning learner (M = 3.30) 
3. Not yet meeting expectations (M = 3.72) 3. Not yet meeting expectations (M = 3.28) 
4. Did not yet meet expectations (M = 3.64) 4. Did not yet meet expectations (M = 3.02) 
5. Novice (M = 3.52) 5. Novice (M = 2.88) 
 
Table 4.11. Five Largest Mean Clarity Ratings for the Lowest Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. Standard not met (M = 4.67) 1. In need of support (M = 4.42) 
2. Did not pass (M = 4.65) 2. Did not pass (M = 4.38) 
3. Does not meet the standards (M = 4.53) 3. Did not meet grade level (M = 4.38) 
4. Did not meet grade level (M = 4.43) 4. Does not meet expectations (M = 4.38) 
5. Not met the ach. standard (M = 4.41) 5. Does not meet the ach. stand. (M = 4.26) 
4.2.2 Low Labels 
 Figure 4.12 presents teachers’ and parents’ encouragement ratings for each label in 
the Low category (sorted by teachers’ ratings). Based on the figure, the ratings were fairly 
similar between the groups, with a few exceptions. None of the group differences were 
significant based on independent samples t-tests with Holm’s correction for multiple 
comparisons. That said, three labels had differences that were greater than one-half of a 
standard deviation: nearly met the achievement standard (d = 0.56), basic (d = 0.55), and 
level 2 (d = 0.54). 
Average encouragement ratings ranged from 1.22 for fail – basic to 4.54 for nearly 
met the achievement standard. Many of the labels with higher encouragement ratings 
alluded to the idea of “approaching” a goal, but the labels pass and satisfactory were also 
rated highly. Fail – basic, below satisfactory, and basic had the lowest ratings, and labels 





 The clarity ratings for labels in the Low category are displayed in Figure 4.13. Once 
again, the ratings were fairly consistent between teachers and parents—none of the group 
differences were significant or greater than one-half of a standard deviation. Average 
clarity ratings ranged from 2.16 for close to 4.84 for pass. By inspecting the figure, it seems 
that pass was substantially clearer than even the second highest-ranking label (approaches 
grade level). In addition, several one-word labels (i.e., close, apprentice, basic, and 
approaching) had lower clarity ratings, with pass and satisfactory being exceptions. Tables 
4.12 and 4.13 show the top 5 Low labels for each group in terms of encouragement and 
clarity. 
 
Figure 4.12. Mean and 95% confidence interval for encouragement ratings for the Low 






Figure 4.13. Mean and 95% confidence interval for clarity ratings for the Low labels on a 
scale from 1 (very unclear) to 6 (very clear).  
Table 4.12. Five Largest Mean Encouragement Ratings for the Low Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. Nearly met the ach. standard (M = 4.54) 1. Pass (M = 4.52) 
2. Pass (M = 4.30) 2. Satisfactory (M = 4.28) 
3. Approaching proficient (M = 4.28) 3. Approaching the ach. standard (M = 4.18) 
4. Standard nearly met (M = 4.28) 4. Approaching proficient (M =4.10) 
5. Approaching expectations (M = 4.22) 5. Approaching expectations (M = 4.10) 
Table 4.13. Five Largest Mean Clarity Ratings for the Low Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. Pass (M = 4.84) 1. Pass (M = 4.66) 
2. Approaches grade level (M = 3.94) 2. Satisfactory (M = 4.26) 
3. Nearly met the ach. standard (M = 3.92) 3. Nearly met the ach. standard (M = 4.18) 
4. Fail - basic (M = 3.86) 4. Approaches grade level (M = 4.06) 





4.2.3 Medium Labels 
The encouragement ratings for the Medium labels are shown in Figure 4.14. 
Teachers’ and parents’ ratings were very similar for most labels and there were no 
significant group differences or differences greater than one-half of a standard deviation. 
Average encouragement ratings ranged from 3.37 for level 3 to 5.78 for mastery—near 
the upper end of the scale. Based on the figure, mastery seemed to stand out as more 
encouraging than any other label, but many other higher-rated labels seemed to 
communicate about the same level of encouragement to teachers and parents. The five 
lowest-rated labels were level 3, level 4, sufficient command, on track, and ready.  
Lastly, Figure 4.15 presents the clarity ratings for the same set of labels. Again, 
the ratings were generally consistent between teachers and parents—there were no 
significant differences between the groups and the only label associated with a difference 
more than one-half of a standard deviation was standard met (d = 0.53). Average clarity 
ratings ranged from 3.16 for level 3 to 5.20 for mastery. There was not such a marked 
difference between mastery and the other higher-ranked labels in relation to clarity as 
there was in relation to encouragement, but it was still the highest-rated label. The labels 
with the five lowest encouragement ratings also had the lowest clarity ratings, albeit in a 
slightly different order. The five highest-rated labels for each scale are shown in Tables 






Figure 4.14. Mean and 95% confidence interval for encouragement ratings for the 






Figure 4.15. Mean and 95% confidence interval for clarity ratings for the Medium labels 
on a scale from 1 (very unclear) to 6 (very clear).  
 
Table 4.14. Five Largest Mean Encouragement Ratings for the Medium Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. Mastery (M = 5.78) 1. Mastery (M = 5.47) 
2. Met expectations (M = 5.00) 2. Meets the ach. standard (M = 4.83) 
3. Meets the standards (M = 4.84) 3. Met the achievement standard (M = 4.74) 
4. Meets expectations (M = 4.82) 4. Meets the standards (M =4.64) 
5. Meets the achievement standard (M = 4.70) 5. Meets expectations (M = 4.64) 
Table 4.15. Five Largest Mean Clarity Ratings for the Medium Labels 
Teachers Parents 
1. Mastery (M = 5.20) 1. Mastery (M = 5.10) 
2. Meets grade level (M = 5.06) 2. Meets the ach. standard (M = 4.78) 
3. Standard met (M = 4.94) 3. Met the achievement standard (M = 4.73) 
4. Met the achievement standard (M = 4.92) 4. Meets grade level (M =4.67) 





4.3 Comparison of Teachers’, Parents’, and Students’ Encouragement Ratings for 
the Lowest Labels 
The third research question was: Are there differences in teachers’, parents’, and 
students’ encouragement ratings of labels for the lowest achievement level? As a 
reminder, teachers and parents used a scale that ranged from “very discouraging” to “very 
encouraging” and students used an adapted scale that ranged from “feel very bad” to “feel 
very good.” Both were 6-point scales. Statistical tests were not performed given the 
relatively small sample of students (N = 24) and the fact that only 11 provided ratings for 
all labels. However, inspection of descriptive statistics revealed a number of patterns.  
 Figure 4.16 and Table 4.16 provide comparisons of each group’s perceptions of 
the Lowest labels in terms of encouragement. There was substantial overlap among 
teachers’, parents’, and students’ ratings. The five most encouraging labels as rated by 
teachers and parents—in need of support, beginning learner, not yet meeting 
expectations, did not yet meet expectations, and novice—were also the five highest rated 
by students, albeit in a different order. Similarly, parents and students rated the same five 
labels as being the most discouraging—unsatisfactory, substantially below proficient, far 
below proficient, fail - below basic, and inadequate—, and four of those labels were also 
among teachers’ selections (in which below basic replaced unsatisfactory).  
 Since it was possible that students might not know some of the words used as 
achievement level labels well enough to rate them, the scale for students included an “I 
don’t know” option. Novice had nine “I don’t know” ratings (37.5%), suggesting that this 
word might not be well understood by some middle school and high school students (in 





ratings (25.0%) which, similarly, might indicate that this word is not part of some 
students’ vocabulary, or that students were confused by it. Lastly, limited command had 
three “I don’t know” ratings, perhaps reflecting the multiplicity of meanings associated 
with the word “command.” As shown in Figure 4.16, five other labels had one “I don’t 
know” rating each (4%). 
 
Figure 4.16. Mean and 95% confidence interval for encouragement ratings for the Lowest 





Table 4.16. Encouragement Ratings for the Lowest Labels on a Scale from 1 to 6  
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 50)   Students 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI N 
In need of support 3.90 (1.20) 0.17 [3.56, 4.24]  3.78 (1.17) 0.16 [3.45, 4.11]  3.31 (0.22) 0.22 [2.85, 3.78] 24 
Beginning learner 3.78 (1.22) 0.17 [3.43, 4.13]  3.30 (1.18) 0.17 [2.96, 3.64]  3.00 (0.33) 0.33 [2.32, 3.68] 23 
Not yet meeting exp 3.72 (1.16) 0.16 [3.39, 4.05]  3.28 (1.16) 0.16 [2.95, 3.61]  3.75 (0.18) 0.18 [3.37, 4.13] 24 
Did not yet meet exp 3.64 (1.27) 0.18 [3.28, 4.00]  3.02 (1.12) 0.16 [2.70, 3.34]  3.00 (0.26) 0.26 [2.46, 3.54] 21 
Novice 3.52 (1.33) 0.19 [3.14, 3.90]  2.88 (1.12) 0.16 [2.56, 3.20]  3.20 (0.39) 0.39 [2.36, 4.04] 15 
Not met the ach stan 2.94 (0.96) 0.14 [2.67, 3.21]  2.84 (1.11) 0.16 [2.52, 3.16]  2.75 (0.18) 0.18 [2.37, 3.13] 24 
Standard not met 2.88 (1.02) 0.14 [2.59, 3.17]  2.78 (1.15) 0.16 [2.45, 3.11]  2.50 (0.20) 0.20 [2.09, 2.91] 24 
Does not meet ach stan 2.84 (1.06) 0.15 [2.54, 3.14]  2.78 (1.11) 0.16 [2.46, 3.10]  2.39 (0.21) 0.21 [1.96, 2.82] 23 
Does not meet the stan 2.72 (1.20) 0.17 [2.38, 3.06]  2.62 (1.16) 0.16 [2.29, 2.95]  2.33 (0.19) 0.19 [1.95, 2.72] 24 
Limited command 2.64 (1.01) 0.14 [2.35, 2.93]  2.44 (0.97) 0.14 [2.16, 2.72]  2.09 (0.29) 0.29 [1.49, 2.68] 23 
Level 1 2.64 (1.26) 0.18 [2.28, 3.00]  2.58 (1.18) 0.17 [2.24, 2.92]  2.71 (0.23) 0.23 [2.23, 3.19] 21 
Not proficient 2.56 (0.97) 0.14 [2.28, 2.84]  2.52 (1.05) 0.15 [2.22, 2.82]  2.50 (0.23) 0.23 [2.03, 2.97] 24 
Does not meet exp 2.50 (0.91) 0.13 [2.24, 2.76]  2.66 (1.17) 0.17 [2.33, 2.99]  2.40 (0.20) 0.20 [1.99, 2.80] 24 
Did not meet GL 2.48 (1.02) 0.14 [2.19, 2.77]  2.42 (1.13) 0.16 [2.10, 2.74]  2.04 (0.24) 0.24 [1.55, 2.53] 24 
Below proficient 2.44 (1.01) 0.14 [2.15, 2.73]  2.44 (1.03) 0.15 [2.15, 2.73]  2.79 (0.23) 0.23 [2.31, 3.27] 24 
Not meeting exp 2.44 (0.93) 0.13 [2.18, 2.70]  2.62 (1.09) 0.15 [2.31, 2.93]  2.60 (0.21) 0.21 [2.18, 3.03] 24 
Below the standards 2.42 (0.99) 0.14 [2.14, 2.70]  2.30 (0.97) 0.14 [2.02, 2.58]  2.42 (0.19) 0.19 [2.02, 2.81] 24 
Minimal understanding 2.26 (0.94) 0.13 [1.99, 2.53]  2.26 (0.99) 0.14 [1.98, 2.54]  2.22 (0.23) 0.23 [1.73, 2.70] 23 
Limited 2.18 (0.92) 0.13 [1.92, 2.44]  2.26 (1.07) 0.15 [1.96, 2.56]  2.13 (0.18) 0.18 [1.75, 2.51] 24 
Minimal 2.04 (0.95) 0.13 [1.77, 2.31]  2.12 (1.10) 0.16 [1.81, 2.43]  2.26 (0.20) 0.20 [1.84, 2.68] 23 
Below 1.88 (0.82) 0.12 [1.65, 2.11]  2.18 (0.94) 0.13 [1.91, 2.45]  2.13 (0.22) 0.22 [1.67, 2.59] 23 
Did not pass 1.86 (0.86) 0.12 [1.62, 2.10]  2.12 (1.36) 0.19 [1.73, 2.51]  2.13 (0.22) 0.22 [1.67, 2.58] 24 
Unsatisfactory 1.82 (0.96) 0.14 [1.55, 2.09]  1.82 (0.94) 0.13 [1.55, 2.09]  1.83 (0.19) 0.19 [1.45, 2.22] 24 
Below basic 1.62 (0.75) 0.11 [1.41, 1.83]  1.88 (1.02) 0.14 [1.59, 2.17]  2.21 (0.22) 0.22 [1.76, 2.66] 24 
Sub below proficient 1.54 (0.71) 0.10 [1.34, 1.74]  1.76 (0.98) 0.14 [1.48, 2.04]  1.71 (0.16) 0.16 [1.37, 2.05] 24 
Far below proficient 1.48 (0.61) 0.09 [1.31, 1.65]  1.62 (1.03) 0.15 [1.33, 1.91]  1.38 (0.10) 0.10 [1.17, 1.58] 24 
Fail - below basic 1.26 (0.56) 0.08 [1.10, 1.42]  1.54 (1.07) 0.15 [1.24, 1.85]  1.21 (0.08) 0.08 [1.03, 1.38] 24 





4.4 Relation Between Teachers’ and Parents' Multidimensional Scaling Results and 
Scale Ratings  
The fourth research question was: What is the relation between perceptions of 
labels when no criteria are provided, and when based on the criteria of encouragement 
and clarity? All correlations are presented in Table 4.17. For the Lowest labels, 
Dimension 1 was termed Negative versus Positive, with higher values indicating more 
positive language. The coordinates for this dimension had a moderate positive association 
with average encouragement ratings as judged by teachers (r(26) = .56, p < .01) and 
parents (r(26) = .51, p < .01), which is reasonable since more positive language is 
expected to be more encouraging. The Negative versus Positive coordinates also had a 
moderate negative association with the clarity ratings provided by teachers (r(26) = -.51, 
p < .01), which indicates that, to some extent, the labels that were the most positive for 
this level of achievement (Lowest) were the ones that were less clear. The correlation 
between the Negative versus Positive stimulus coordinates and clarity ratings for parents 
was also negative, but it was non-significant (r(26) = -.37, p = .056). 
Table 4.17. Correlations Between Scale Ratings and Dimensions 
 
  Teachers Parents 
Labels Dimension Encouragement Clarity Encouragement Clarity 
Lowest Negative/Positive .56** -.51** .51** -.37 
 Expectations -.61** -.72** -.65** -.68** 
Low Closeness to Expectations .95** .25 .92** .37 
 Partial to Full .09 .05 .16 .06 
Medium Meeting .05 .19 -.08 .19 
 Level of Achievement .59** .61** .66** .59** 
**significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
Dimension 2 for the Lowest labels was termed Expectations-Based Language 





There was a moderate-to-strong negative association between the coordinates and 
encouragement ratings for teachers (r(26) = -.61, p < .01) and parents (r(26) = -.65, p < 
.01), but also between the coordinates and clarity ratings for both groups (r(26) = -.72, p 
< .01 and r(26) = -.68, p < .01, respectively). Taken together, these findings suggest that 
labels that used expectations-based language tended to be perceived as both clearer and 
more encouraging, but only to some extent. 
For the Low labels, Dimension 1 was termed Closeness to Expectations and 
higher values indicated being closer to achieving a certain goal (e.g. proficiency, 
expectations). The coordinates for this dimension had a very strong association with the 
average encouragement ratings provided by teachers (r(25) = .95, p < .01) as well as 
parents (r(25) = .92, p < .01), and a non-significant association with the clarity ratings for 
both groups (r(25) = .25, p = .204 and r(25) = .37, p = .058, respectively). This pattern 
suggests that, for this set, the labels’ perceived level of encouragement was closely tied to 
how much achievement they represented. Dimension 2, termed Partial to Full, was not 
significantly associated with any of the scale ratings, indicating that the extent to which 
the Low labels communicated partial status (e.g., partially meeting expectations) or full 
status (e.g., basic) was not related to perceptions of encouragement or clarity.   
For the Medium labels, Dimension 1 (Meeting versus Other) was not significantly 
associated with any of the scale ratings. Dimension 2 was termed Level of Achievement, 
with higher values indicating more achievement. There was a moderate-to-strong 
association between the Level of Achievement coordinates and encouragement ratings as 
judged by teachers (r(16) = .59, p < .01) and parents (r(16) = .66, p < .01), and also 





= .59, p < .01). This finding suggests that, to a moderate extent, Medium labels that 
communicated more achievement were perceived as both clearer and more encouraging.    
4.5 Teachers’, Parents’, and Students’ Labeling Preferences 
The fifth research question was: Are there differences in which labels teachers, 
parents, and students prefer? This question was answered using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. The next three sections present comparisons of the top-three label 
selections across groups for each set of labels (Lowest, Low, and Medium). To promote a 
deeper understanding of participants’ labeling preferences, the numerical results are 
presented along with label-specific comments provided by students as well as teachers’ 
and parents’ labeling advice. While the results that follow focus on the labels that were 
among the three highest ranked for any group, the tables in Appendix H display all labels 
from each set and their group-specific preference rates and ranks. 
4.5.1 Lowest Labels  
Among the Lowest labels, teachers’ top-three selections were in need of support, 
not yet meeting expectations, and beginning learner. Parents’ were in need of support, 
beginning learner, and (tied for third place) did not yet meet expectations, not yet meeting 
expectations, and novice. Lastly, students’ most popular selections were in need of 
support, did not yet meet expectations, and not yet meeting expectations. Table 4.18 
shows the percentage of teachers (N = 51), parents (N = 46), and students (N = 24) who 
selected each of these labels as well as Chi-square results. Bolded values indicate that a 
label was in the “top three” for the group to which they correspond.  
Considering that beginning learner was the fourth most selected label among 





apparent exception was novice, which seemed to be more strongly preferred by parents 
than teachers and students. Nonetheless, based on Chi-square tests of independence with 
Holm’s sequential procedure for multiple comparisons, there was no significant 
association between group and preference rates for any of the five labels that appeared in 
the top-three selections from teachers, parents, and students. 
Table 4.18. Teachers, Parents’, and Students’ Top-Three Selections (Lowest Labels) 
 
Independent variables Preferred by (%) 𝜒2 p-value 
In need of support    
Teachers 41.2 7.667 .022 
Parents 47.8   
Students 75.0   
Not yet meeting expectations    
Teachers  37.3 2.351 .309 
Parents 23.9   
Students 37.5   
Beginning learner    
Teachers  29.4 1.988 .370 
Parents 37.0   
Students 20.8   
Did not yet meet expectations    
Teachers  27.5 1.459 .482 
Parents 23.9   
Students 37.5   
Novicee    
Teachers 9.8 3.611 .172 
Parents 23.9   
Students 12.5   
eFisher’s exact test was used because one cell in the cross-tabulation had an expected 
count less than five. 
Students were asked to explain what they liked about each of the labels they 
selected. For the label in need of support, they mentioned the focus on providing help 
(e.g., “It’s saying that the person could get some help. The others are like, ‘We can’t help. 
You have to do it alone.’”), the acknowledgement that help is needed (e.g., “They know 
you need support.”), and the tone of the label (“It sounds nicer than the other options; 





The comments elicited by did not yet meet expectations and not yet meeting 
expectations were similar. Students appreciated the possibility of improvement 
communicated through the labels, their tone, and specifically the use of the word “yet.” 
The following was said in regard to both labels: 
I feel like all of these [other labels], they’re kind of more black and white—you 
either passed or you failed—and with these [did not yet meet expectations and not 
yet meeting expectations], I feel like they’re more colorful just like you can get 
better; because the word yet, to me, means ‘ok, so you didn’t do that well on this 
test, but you can still grow, and we still have faith in you to grow.” 
 Students who selected beginning learner remarked on its positive tone. For 
example, one student explained, “It just says that you are at the beginning and not that 
you are a complete failure. It doesn’t make the student feel bad.” Lastly, students who 
selected novice as one of their favorites also focused on tone, offering remarks such as, 
“It’s nice. It’s not like ‘you failed.’” 
4.5.2 Low Labels     
Teachers’ three preferred labels among those denoting a Low level of 
achievement were approaching the achievement standard, approaching expectations, and 
partially meeting expectations. Parents’ were approaching the achievement standard, 
satisfactory, and developing learner while students’ were pass, satisfactory, and 
developing learner. It is interesting to note that there was no overlap between teachers’ 
and students’ top-three selections, but parents shared two of their three preferred labels 





Based on Chi-square tests, summarized in Table 4.19, there was a statistically 
significant association between group and preference rates for three of the six Low labels 
tested: satisfactory was more strongly preferred by students (41.7%) and parents (33.3%) 
than teachers (5.9%). Pass was more strongly preferred by students (41.7%), less by 
parents (24.4%), even less by teachers (7.8%). Finally, approaching expectations was 
more popular among teachers (33.3%) than parents (11.1%) or students (8.3%).  
When asked to explain what they liked about the label pass, some students found 
it encouraging (e.g., “It’s like, ‘Yay! I passed!’”), some highlighted that it was easy to 
understand (e.g., “Like Pass-Fail. You understand; you get it.”), and some described it as 
a “neutral” or “basic” word. In turn, students liked satisfactory because it communicated 
a more positive result than other labels in the Low category, although their perceptions of 
how positive it was seemed to vary (e.g., “They got it. It’s great.” compared to “It means 
you did good. Maybe not the best, but still good.”).  
Students who selected developing learner liked its encouraging tone (e.g., “It 
gives students some confidence that they are developing, but still have work to do to 
improve.”) and focus on the possibility of improvement (e.g. “Developing, I think, means 
you’re still learning. You’re on your way to get better.”). Those who selected 
approaching expectations highlighted that it is easy to understand in the context of 
standards (e.g., “Expectations is like standards.”) and emphasizes that learning is 
continuous (e.g., “Approaching is growing; it’s not the same as approached or 
approaches. The ‘ing’ makes it an action word, with more of an idea of continuity.”). 
Students who preferred partially meeting expectations remarked that it acknowledges 





not all.”) and those who selected approaching the achievement standard did so because 
they found it encouraging (e.g., “If you say it in the right way, it can turn out that, ‘oh, 
I’m growing’ or ‘oh, I’m getting better.’). 
Table 4.19. Teachers, Parents’, and Students’ Top-Three Selections (Low Labels) 
Independent variables Preferred by (%) 𝜒2 p-value Cramer’s V 
Approaching the ach. standard     
Teachers  35.3 6.707 .035  
Parents 35.6    
Students 8.3    
Approaching expectationse     
Teachers  33.3 9.237 .010* .288 
Parents 11.1    
Students 8.3    
Partially meeting expectationse     
Teachers  29.4 8.017 .017  
Parents 8.9    
Students 8.3    
Developing learner     
Teachers  27.5 0.775 .679  
Parents 31.1    
Students 37.5    
Pass     
Teachers  7.8 11.890 .003* .315 
Parents 24.4    
Students 41.7    
Satisfactory     
Teachers  5.9  15.707 .0001* .362 
Parents 33.3     
Students 41.7     
e Fisher’s exact test was used because one cell in the cross-tabulation had an expected 
count less than five 
* Significant based on Holm’s sequential procedure 
4.5.3 Medium Labels     
The three most popular Medium labels as judged by teachers were mastery, 
proficient, and meets the achievement standard. Parents’ most popular selections were 
the same, but in a slightly different order: mastery, meets the achievement standard, and 





mastery. Results from Chi-square tests of independence, shown in Table 4.20, indicated a 
statistically significant association between group and preference rates for the label on 
track: it was most popular among students (54.2%), less among parents (25.5%), and 
even less among teachers (14.0%). Cramer’s V for this association was .33, indicating a 
moderate effect size.  
Table 4.20. Teachers, Parents’, and Students’ Top-Three Selections (Medium Labels) 
Independent variables Preferred by (%) 𝜒2 p-value 
Mastery    
Teachers  46.0 0.773 .679 
Parents 38.3   
Students 37.5   
Proficient    
Teachers  34.0 5.550 .062 
Parents 27.7   
Students 8.3   
Meets the ach. standard    
Teachers  26.0 2.613 .271 
Parents 29.8   
Students 12.5   
Proficient learner    
Teachers  18.0 6.491 .039 
Parents 25.5   
Students 45.8   
On track    
Teachers  14.0 13.483 .001* 
Parents 25.5   
Students 54.2   
* Significant based on Holm’s sequential procedure 
When students who selected on track were asked to explain what they liked about 
it, they emphasized that it is encouraging and easy to understand (e.g., “On track makes 
you feel like you really worked hard to get that grade, you focused on doing well. 
Students also have real-life experience with that term. I would feel good; it doesn’t sound 
robotic.”). Those who selected proficient learner highlighted that it is easy to understand, 





understand. They can learn more and exceed that level.”). Proficient was also perceived 
as easy to understand (e.g., “[It is] easier to say, to understand if you see it on a chart”). 
Mastery was perceived as exciting, indicating a complete understanding of the 
targeted skills (e.g., “Mastery is awesome. You mastered all the skills you needed.”). 
Lastly, students who selected meets the achievement standard found it encouraging, and 
one student specifically liked the use of the word “meets” (i.e., “Achievement standard is 
where you are supposed to be. I chose [this label] because I like the sound of ‘meets.’”). 
4.5.4 Teachers’ and Parents’ Labeling Advice 
 In addition to expressing labeling preferences by selecting their top-three labels 
from each set, teachers and parents had the opportunity to share written advice on how 
states should label achievement categories. Before this advice is presented, it is helpful to 
understand how teachers and parents discuss test results with their students or children 
(respectively), which paints a picture of the context that shaped their likes and dislikes.  
Of the 51 teachers who took the survey, 30 (58.8%) explained their approach for 
discussing statewide test results with students. As shown in Table 4.21, the most common 
themes were emphasizing that these results are part of a bigger picture, feeling reluctant 
to discuss them, and focusing students’ attention on the fact that test scores alone should 
not define them. One teacher shared the following remark: 
I tell them that this test does not define them. Nothing about this test tells them 
that they are going to be unsuccessful later in life or that they aren't capable of 
passing a test later on. Many middle schoolers take these things to heart, and 
internalize that if they failed one test, they will fail them all. I try to break that 





Of the 50 parents who completed the survey, 38 (76.0%) also explained how they 
discuss assessment results with their children. Almost one third expressed reluctance, 
either due to not knowing how to talk about the results in a constructive way or mistrust 
of statewide testing (e.g., “I tell him they don't really count!” and “Statewide tests rarely 
reflect the grades my child is receiving or the quality of their schoolwork that I can see 
myself as a parent.”). Perhaps for that reason, some parents reported only sharing positive 
results with their children (“filtering”). Other parents had a more balanced approach, 
focusing on the aspects they found most helpful (which could, in theory, include negative 






Table 4.21. Themes in Approaches to Discussing Statewide Assessment Results with 
Students 
 
 Teachers (N = 30)  Parents (N = 38) 
Theme Freq. Sample Comment  Freq. Example 
Emphasizing 
that results are 




I remind students that 
it's just one way to 
look at their progress 
and to help identify 




That it's not always 
accurate.  It's a very 
small sample of 
what they know . . . 
We talk a lot about 
what these tests 
mean and don't 
mean and how 
regardless of how 
we feel about them, 






We discuss very little; 
the focus in my 





I don't talk to my 
children about these 
results because I am 
not sure how to 
present them in a 








I usually try to tell my 
students that it is 
what they do with 
these scores, not the 
scores themselves, 
that defines them as 





Tests can measure 
things but can't 
measure everything. 







Most of our state 
testing results come 
in the summer, which 
do not allow time for 
teachers to talk to 
their students about 
performance results. 





 Teachers (N = 30)  Parents (N = 38) 
Theme Freq. Sample Comment  Freq. Example 
Focusing on 




I think it is helpful for 
them to see how they 
compare to other 
students in the high 
school and the state. 
 7 
(18.4%) 
I tell my child about 
where or where not 
they need work. 
They understand that 
and work on the 
areas that are needed 
to improve. 






I encourage them to 




I always say do your 
best, focus, and 








I try to be very clear 
and use language that 
they understand. 
 –  
Attempting to 






It's hard to balance 
not wanting to 
pressure students too 
much and actually 
wanting them to care 




 I caution them to 
take the test 
seriously but not 
worry about their 
score.  
Filtering  –  4 
(10.5%) 
I find that I share 
results that are more 
encouraging and do 
not share results that 
seem negative. 
 
Given these answers, there seems to be ample room for improvement in labeling 
practices for statewide tests. A total of 38 parents (76.0%) and 38 teachers (74.5%) 
offered advice. Each participant provided unique feedback, but there were common 
themes underlying their responses, which are presented in Figure 4.17 (note that only one 
theme was assigned to each response). Clarity alone was the most common concern for 





learners need to be very clear; there should be no question from students, parents, or 
school personnel about what is meant by a label placed on a child”). Many participants 
provided advice that encompassed clarity in addition to other qualities, such as clarity and 
encouragement (e.g., a parent described that labels “need to be easy for the parent and 
child to understand . . . they need to sound as positive as they can even if the labeling is 
for poor results”) or clarity and consistency (e.g., a teacher stated that labels “should be 
universal and have a clear rubric”).  
 
Figure 4.17. Themes in teachers’ and parents’ labeling advice. 
 
While participants agreed on the importance of clarity, only a few provided 
specific recommendations about what makes a label clear, and some of those 
recommendations were not compatible. For instance, a teacher posed that “things like 
‘partial’ or ‘approaching’ leave room for interpretation,” while a parent explained that 
“terms like limited understanding, partial understanding, mastery are more helpful to me 
than just proficient, basic, etc. because they give me a clearer picture of what my child 






















































































































































labels within a set, school districts, and over time. Furthermore, a few participants 
emphasized clarity and consistency, and another (a teacher) noted, “In Massachusetts we 
use 4 levels. That's what I'm more used to!”, suggesting that familiarity also plays a role 
in how well labels are understood.  
Multiple parents focused on the importance of encouragement, noting that “some 
of those labels were very rude and hurtful, especially towards the lower end students. 
Those are the students that need more motivation and not to be torn down” and appealing, 
“don't attack a student's value as a person . . . Focus on their behavior, not their self, and 
be positive about it.” Another parent provided the following insight about the trade-off 
between clarity and encouragement, and why encouragement might be more important: 
There seems to be a trade-off between clarity in communicating the results and 
using encouraging language. In my own experience, the labels do rather little for 
parents in helping them to assess achievement. I mean, we just look at the raw 
scores and (if we care) will independently look up what are "good" scores and 
what scores are needed. I think then that the labels are really only consumed by 
the kids. Consequently, I would favor using 'encouraging/vague language' (e.g., 
needs help, novice learner) over clear language (e.g., doesn't meet expectations) 
Encouragement was also important to teachers, but seemingly to a lesser extent. 
Less popular suggestions included making labels more detailed (e.g., “more info to 
students and parents as well as teachers the better”), allowing schools to choose their own 
labels (e.g. “each school should have their own set of labels that are agreed upon . . . 





context in which achievement labeling happens, which encompasses the policies and 
values that influence how teachers, parents, and students interact with labels from tests.  
Considering all results, some labels fared consistently better than others. As 
shown in Table 4.22, within the Medium category, mastery was among the top-three 
preferred labels for all groups, and its average encouragement and clarity ratings were 
among the five largest for both teachers and parents. It is important to note, however, that 
mastery was found to represent a higher level of achievement than all other labels except 
level 4. This was also reflected in students’ comments, which begs the question of 
whether mastery is an appropriate choice to denote a medium level of achievement. 
Within the Low category, pass had average encouragement and clarity ratings that 
were among the five largest for both teachers and parents, and was among the top-three 
preferred labels for students, but not for teachers and parents (see Table 4.22). However, 
it is important to keep in mind that pass represented being closer to meeting expectations 
than several other Low labels based on the WMDS results, which likely influenced how it 
was perceived. When pass was evaluated as part of the Medium set of labels (since some 
states use it to denote proficiency), its ratings and preference rates were not as favorable.   
Table 4.22. Results for the Labels “Mastery” and “Pass”  
 Average Rating  
Label Encouragement Clarity Preferred by (%) 
Mastery (Medium)    
  Teachers 5.78 5.20 46.0 
Parents 5.47 5.10 38.3 
Students – – 37.5 
Pass (Low)    
Teachers 4.30 4.84 7.8 
Parents 4.52 4.66 24.4 





None of the labels in the Lowest category were consistently favored in regard to 
their encouragement ratings, clarity ratings, and preference rates, which might have been 
due to the finding that encouragement and clarity do not go hand-in-hand for labels 
representing lower levels of achievement. The following comment from a parent 
proposes a number of qualities that achievement level labels would have in an ideal 
scenario: “open and honest but encouraging and giving hope if not achieving standards, 
and what to work on and highly positive but not over the top to build confidence when 
someone is on the right track.” As illustrated by the results of the current study, selecting 
labels for the lower levels of achievement that are “open and honest but encouraging”, or 
labels for a medium level of achievement that are “highly positive but not over the top,” 
requires some compromise.  
One way to use the results from this study to assist in the selection or 
development of labels for an assessment program might be to decide whether 
encouragement or clarity should be prioritized and first consider the labels with higher 
ratings for that attribute. Then, within that set, consider the labels that have enough of the 
other attribute (encouragement or clarity), imply an appropriate level of achievement 
according to the multidimensional scaling results, and align with the intended goals of the 
assessment program based on students’ comments and the labeling advice offered by 








The aim of this dissertation was to improve the current understanding of 
achievement level labels and promote better-informed labeling decisions. Although the 
literature on results reporting has expanded over the last two decades, research on how 
labels from tests are perceived is minimal despite findings from other areas pointing to 
how impactful labels can be in shaping expectations and behaviors. To address this gap, 
labels for the Lowest, Low, and Medium levels of achievement from all 50 states were 
presented to a sample of 51 teachers, 50 parents, and 24 students from three states. In this 
chapter, I provide an overview of key findings for each question investigated, relate these 
findings to the previous literature, offer labeling recommendations, address the study’s 
limitations, and provide suggestions for future research.  
5.1 Key findings by Research Question 
5.1.1 First Research Question 
The first research question focused on teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of 
achievement level labels. By having participants sort the labels based on similarity—
leaving it up to them to decide what features made labels similar—, it was possible to 
identify key dimensions underlying perceptions and how the labels compared to one 
another along those dimensions using weighted multidimensional scaling. For the Lowest 
labels, these dimensions were whether the labels had a positive or negative tone and 
whether they used expectations-based language. For the Low labels, the main dimensions 
were closeness to meeting expectations and the extent to which the labels communicated 





were whether they used the word “meet” or its derivatives and how much achievement 
they conveyed. There were no consistent differences between teachers and parents or 
across states, although parents from North Carolina were the most distinct group, 
possibly due to having the least exposure to expectations-based language at the time of 
the study (the two other states from which participants were recruited used labels 
centered around the concept of meeting expectations).  
For each set of labels, one of the two dimensions discovered reflected differences 
in explicit word choices. Meanwhile, the other dimension reflected less obvious 
differences related to tone (Lowest labels), closeness to meeting expectations (Low 
labels), or level of achievement (Medium labels). The spatial configuration (akin to a 
“perception map”) for the Lowest labels provided several insights about what features 
made the tone of the labels more negative or positive as perceived by teachers and 
parents. The labels far below proficient and substantially below proficient were both at 
the most negative end of the configuration, suggesting that what caused these labels to 
seem so negative was the amount of detail devoted to communicating the inadequacy of 
the result: not just below, but far below or substantially below the target. Still on the 
negative side were several labels that focused on shortcomings with no allusion to the 
possibility of improvement, such as below the standards and not meeting expectations. In 
contrast, the labels not yet meeting expectations and did not yet meet expectations were 
perceived as more positive, likely due to the inclusion of the word “yet.”  The most 
positive labels included beginning learner, novice, level 1, and limited command. As 
explained in the preceding chapter, more negative labels tended to emphasize what 





The finding that some Low and Medium labels that denoted the same level of 
achievement in fact connoted different achievement levels (or degrees of closeness to 
meeting expectations) was also observed in Burt and Stapleton’s study (2010). What 
makes the current findings different is the comprehensive number of labels analyzed (73 
compared to 7), the inclusion of data from parents in addition to teachers, and the 
provision of spatial configurations offering detailed information about how the labels 
were perceived. For instance, the configuration for the Low labels highlighted that labels 
that use “partial” and “partially” (e.g., partially met expectations) suggest being farther 
from reaching expectations than labels that use “approaching” and similar words (e.g., 
approaching expectations), which were perceived as communicating about the same level 
of achievement as pass and satisfactory. In turn, the configuration for the Medium labels 
indicated that level 4 and mastery were perceived as connoting the most achievement and 
were followed by labels that emphasized the idea of meeting standards or expectations, 
labels referring to proficiency, the label pass, and finally an assortment of labels that 
included ready, sufficient command, and level 3.  
5.1.2 Second Research Question 
 The second research question was about group differences in teachers’ and 
parents’ ratings of the labels in relation to the criteria of encouragement and clarity. 
Correlating average ratings on each criterion revealed an interesting pattern across both 
groups: encouragement and clarity went hand-in-hand for the Medium labels, but the 
connection between the two was more complex for labels in the Lowest and Low 
category, pointing to how it might be more challenging to find adequate labels for 





labels for the Lowest and Low levels of achievement than for the Medium level). 
Correlating teachers’ and parents’ average ratings indicated that the two groups were very 
similar. In fact, there was only one significant difference between the groups’ ratings: 
beginning learner was significantly clearer to parents (M = 3.78, SD = 1.23) than teachers 
(M = 2.88, SD = 1.37), and this difference was associated with a Cohen’s d effect size of 
0.69, suggesting a medium-to-large effect. 
  Since multiple comparisons were conducted for each set of labels, it was 
necessary to adjust for type I error inflation. As a result, the statistical tests used to 
answer the second research question had sufficient power to detect large effect sizes (i.e., 
group differences), but were underpowered to detect small and medium effects. To help 
readers decide which differences might carry practical significance and warrant further 
investigation, complete descriptive statistics were provided, along with plots, for each set 
of labels. Additionally, in the previous chapter, information was provided about all non-
significant group differences greater than one-half of a standard deviation. There were 
only five differences that met this criterion out of 73 group comparisons for each criterion 
(encouragement and clarity).  
 The encouragement and clarity ratings also provided additional information about 
how the labels compared to one another. For the Lowest labels, the encouragement 
ratings somewhat mirrored the multidimensional scaling results about tone, especially at 
the extremes. In terms of clarity, one-word labels had the lowest ratings (e.g., below, 
minimal) and labels that used expectations-based language had the highest (those labels 
also tended to be longer). It is worth noting that did not pass and in need of support were 





encouraging and clearest label. For the Low labels, those with higher encouragement 
ratings alluded to the idea of approaching or nearly meeting a goal, but pass and 
satisfactory were also rated highly; labels that used the words “partial” and “partially” 
were in the middle and labels such as fail – basic and below satisfactory were least 
encouraging. Turning to clarity, pass was substantially clearer than all other labels and 
several one-word labels (e.g., basic, approaching) had lower clarity ratings, with pass 
and satisfactory being exceptions. Among the Medium labels, mastery was perceived as 
clearer and more encouraging than any other label, and many labels besides mastery 
seemed to communicate about the same level of clarity and encouragement. The labels 
ready, on track, sufficient command, level 4, and level 3 were the exceptions and received 
lower ratings on both criteria.  
5.1.3 Third Research Question 
The third research question focused on teachers’, parents’, and students’ 
encouragement ratings for the Lowest labels. Statistical tests were not performed due to 
the relatively small sample of public middle school and high school students (N = 24) and 
the fact that only 11 rated all labels. Nonetheless, a number of patterns were identified 
based on descriptive statistics and plots. The five most encouraging labels as rated by 
teachers and parents—in need of support, beginning learner, not yet meeting 
expectations, did not yet meet expectations, and novice—were also the five highest rated 
by students, although in a different order. Similarly, the same five labels were perceived 
as most discouraging by parents and students—unsatisfactory, substantially below 
proficient, far below proficient, fail - below basic, and inadequate—, and four of those 





 The rating scale for students included an “I don’t know” option since it was 
feasible that some students might not know all the terms used as labels. Novice had nine 
“I don’t know” ratings (37.5%), suggesting that this word might not be well understood 
by some students (in contrast, beginning learner only had one such rating). Inadequate 
had six (25.0%) which, similarly, might indicate that the term was confusing to some 
students. Lastly, limited command had three “I don’t know” ratings, perhaps because the 
word “command” holds multiple meanings (five other labels had one “I don’t know” 
rating each).  
5.1.4 Fourth Research Question 
 The fourth research question was about the relation between teachers’ and 
parents’ perceptions of the labels when no criteria were provided, and perceptions based 
on the criteria of encouragement and clarity. Correlating the labels’ multidimensional 
scaling coordinates with their encouragement and clarity ratings supported the 
interpretation of the multidimensional scaling dimensions. For example, as expected, 
more positive labels (based on the scaling results) were perceived as more encouraging, 
and there was an inverse relation between the Lowest labels’ tone and degree of clarity as 
perceived by teachers: to a moderate extent, the labels that were more positive were the 
ones that were less clear, reinforcing a similar finding from the second research question. 
Another finding was that Medium labels that implied more achievement (based on 
the scaling results) were perceived as both clearer and more encouraging, reinforcing a 
previous result that encouragement and clarity are closely connected when the results are 
more desirable, but also indicating that—for this set of labels—teachers and parents 





that should not have been connected to how much achievement a label conveyed (as a 
matter of fact, it might be argued that a label such as mastery used to denote meeting 
expectations is unclear because it overstates the level of achievement in the result). The 
same was not observed for the Low set of labels: those that communicated being closer to 
meeting expectations were (understandably) perceived as being more encouraging, but 
not as being clearer.  
The analyses for the fourth question also made it possible to obtain new 
information about how different label features relate to each other. More specifically, it 
was found that, to a moderate extent, labels for the lowest level of achievement that used 
expectations-based language were perceived as both clearer and more encouraging. This 
demonstrates a shift from Guskey’s (2004) focus group finding that labels such as 
exceeds standard were too imprecise, perhaps due to an increase in teachers’ and parents’ 
familiarity with standards-based reporting language over the last 15 years.   
5.1.5 Fifth Research Question 
 The fifth and last research question centered around teachers’, parents’, and 
students’ preferences. This question was answered using a combination of quantitative 
and qualitative data that included participants’ selections of their three preferred labels 
from each set as well as label-specific comments from students and labeling advice from 
teachers and parents. For the Lowest level, teachers, parents, and students alike preferred 
labels that alluded to the possibility of improvement or used more positive language (e.g., 
not yet meeting expectations, beginning learner, in need of support). For the Low level, 
there was no overlap between teachers’ and students’ top-three selections, but parents 





teachers (approaching the achievement standard). For the Medium level, teachers’ and 
parents’ preferred labels were the same (mastery, proficient, and meets the achievement 
standard). Students also had the label mastery among their top three, but unlike the two 
other groups, preferred the labels proficient learner and on track.    
 Chi-square tests of independence were used to statistically evaluate the relation 
between group and preference rates, focusing on labels that were among the three most 
popular for one or more groups. There were no significant results for the Lowest labels, 
three significant results for the Low labels (indicating that satisfactory, pass, and 
approaching expectations had substantially different preference rates across groups), and 
one significant result for the Medium labels (indicating that the label on track had 
substantially different preference rates across groups). Students provided comments about 
each of their preferred labels and a selection of those comments was included in the 
fourth chapter. In addition, teachers and parents provided information about how they 
talk about statewide test results with their students or children, respectively, and a 
number of themes in their answers, such as reluctance, suggest that improvements are 
needed. Finally, both teachers and parents had the opportunity to offer labeling advice, 
and their answers reflected an emphasis on values that included clarity, consistency, and 
encouragement, with the latter being more strongly emphasized by parents.  
5.2 Labeling Recommendations 
 This study was designed to provide as much information as possible about 
teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions of labels and labeling preferences. 
Considering that achievement level labels are assigned to students at least 17 times 





expectations as well as students’ self-concept and aspirations. Labels may also be 
perceived as misleading or overly negative, contributing to animosity and mistrust toward 
testing. Given their educational, psychological, and social implications, labels should be 
chosen carefully, but there is little information currently available to help those tasked 
with selecting or developing achievement labels for assessment programs. In this section, 
I offer a number of labeling recommendations and later discuss contextual factors that 
likely influence how labels are perceived.    
 First, labels should not sound like character insults. Even if labels such as 
inadequate and unsatisfactory are delivered as part of score reports with descriptors 
explaining what they mean, previous research (Dweck, 2002) and findings from the 
current study indicate that some students take test results to heart and overgeneralize 
what they represent about who they are as individuals. Labels that consist solely of 
negative adjectives lend themselves too easily to generalizations along the lines of “I am 
inadequate,” posing a serious risk of harming students’ self-concept and self-worth and 
contributing to negative attitudes toward testing.  
 On the other hand, labels should not be overly positive. For instance, the label 
beginning learner was perceived as very encouraging, very positive in tone, and several 
participants selected it as part of their top-three preferred labels for the lowest level of 
achievement. It has the praiseworthy feature of highlighting that learning is an active and 
ongoing process. However, depending on the assessment culture of a school district or 
state, it might be overly euphemistic to describe students as beginning learners when 
substantial improvement is needed even after reaching the end of the school year (since 





using a label like mastery to denote proficiency seems excessive. It conveys the idea of 
knowing all possible information about a subject when, in fact, every state has at least 
one achievement level above the one representing proficiency. It may also inadvertently 
promote essentialist views of intelligence and devalue the role of effort as seen in 
Heyman’s (2008) study on the effects of the labels spelling master and math whiz.  
 Another recommendation is that labels should not diminish students’ role in the 
learning process. While in need of support might be appropriate in certain contexts and it 
is true that some students underperform on statewide assessments for lack of 
opportunities to learn, other students might perceive it as excusing their personal 
responsibility to make efforts to improve. A better alternative might be a label such as in 
need of improvement, which signals that change is needed, but leaves it up to students 
and those involved in their education to decide how that will be accomplished. 
Nonetheless, even in need of improvement should be used with caution since—depending 
on the context in which it appears—it may be lead to harmful overgeneralizations. 
 Labels, especially for the lower levels of achievement, should convey a sensible 
amount of positivity or have a neutral tone. For instance, teachers, parents, and students 
liked the labels not yet meeting expectations and did not yet meet expectations because 
the word “yet” signals the possibility of improvement. In turn, labels that use numbered 
levels (e.g., level 2) seemed to be perceived as neutral for lower levels of achievement. 
Additionally, while labels using expectations-based language without the word “yet” may 
still be somewhat negative (e.g., below the standards), the specific mention of targets 
such as “standards” or “grade level” reduces the possibility of unintended generalizations 





 To the extent possible, labels should be consistent across grades to facilitate 
interpretation for teachers, parents, and students, and steps should be taken to ensure that 
the words used are accessible to all students. For instance, the current study’s results 
indicated that the novice might not be well understood by some students.  Consistency 
between the labels and the terms used in other channels of communication is also helpful. 
For instance, if a state’s policies and resources refer to learning standards as “grade level 
expectations,” it is best to adopt labels that use that same language.  
It is also important for labels to be consistently clear across levels of achievement. 
Labels for the level denoting proficiency tend to be clearer than labels for other levels. 
For instance, the meaning of proficient learner is very clear, but it is less clear which of 
the labels for the lower levels of performance— developing learner and beginning 
learner—indicate higher achievement. The same is true for the labels minimal, basic, and 
pass, all of which indicate achievement levels below the one denoting proficiency.  
 It is helpful to keep in mind that labels exist as part of a broader context that 
influences how they are perceived. First, they are part of a score report—usually a two-
page document that, in addition to an achievement level label, includes a total score, one 
or more visual displays, indicators of subarea performance, and interpretive text. A label 
that is more encouraging than clear may be adequate if the interpretive text and display 
on the report help clarify its meaning. Conversely, a label that is clearer but less 
encouraging may also be adequate if the report provides a letter from a trusted 
administrator or resources that help teachers, parents, and students see a way forward. 





attitudes, beliefs, and values related to statewide assessments. Each state should use 
labels that are informed by those factors.   
Taking all findings as well as theoretical perspectives into account, it seems most 
advisable to use achievement labels that include the word “yet” for the lowest level and 
describe students’ performance in relation to standards, grade level, or expectations—
depending on which term is most familiar in a given state. For example, a state with a 
history of referring to learning standards as “learning expectations” might adopt the 
labels not yet meeting expectations, approaching expectations, meeting expectations, and 
exceeding expectations. The inclusion of the word “yet” is a sensible way to offer 
encouragement to underperforming students, and incorporating the criterion (e.g., 
expectations) in every level makes the labels clearer, reducing the likelihood of 
potentially harmful overgeneralizations. Another advantage of the labels being clear is 
that clarity and encouragement have been found to be closely connected when the results 
are positive. 
5.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 While this study can inform future labeling practices, some limitations should be 
acknowledged. First, the sample of teachers, parents, and students whose data were 
collected was neither large nor nationally representative. It is possible that important 
details about how the labels were perceived went undetected due to the size of the 
sample. Additionally, due to unforeseen recruitment challenges that resulted in a sample 
of 24 students compared to 51 teachers and 50 parents, there were fewer data from 
students and that limited the range of analyses that could be conducted to address the 





the Lowest labels across the three groups. Also, while the multidimensional scaling 
results did not reveal any consistent differences in teachers’ and parents’ perceptions 
based on their state of residence, the findings might be less applicable to states that are 
farther from the East Coast due to state-specific social factors that influence perceptions 
of labels.  
 Another shortcoming is that teachers and parents were asked to provide labeling 
advice after rating the labels in relation to the criteria of encouragement and clarity, 
which might have had an impact on what advice they provided (encouragement and 
clarity were both prominent themes). Furthermore, teachers, parents, and students were 
asked to evaluate the labels without seeing achievement level descriptors or the score 
reports from which they originated. In other words, the labels were presented in a 
simplified context. 
 Considering those limitations, future studies would benefit from having a larger 
sample or one that is more nationally representative. To obtain additional labeling advice 
and ensure that it is not influenced by information from the data collection instrument, 
participants could be asked what advice they would give to states upfront, after ensuring 
that they understand what achievement level labels are and the context in which they are 
used. It would also be beneficial to investigate perceptions of labels (including those for 
the highest level of achievement) when they are delivered along with descriptions (as 
done by Burt & Stapleton, 2010) or as part of score reports. Additionally, it would be 
interesting to examine teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions of actual labels they 





Another possibility worth considering would be to collect multidimensional 
scaling data based on pairwise ratings of similarity instead of sequential sorting tasks. 
Pairwise ratings elicit more fine-grained information, but were not used because they 
become time-consuming and cognitively taxing when there are multiple stimuli. For the 
Lowest set of labels, for example, participants would have had to provide 378 similarity 
ratings. However, such ratings could offer valuable and more precise information for 
comparing a smaller number of labels.    
 While certain methods, contextual features, and experimental manipulations could 
not be employed, the current study provided an array of information about all 
achievement level labels from statewide assessments in use between 2016 and 2017. The 
findings may help researchers plan future studies to continue exploring this important 
component of assessment programs and inform policy decisions regarding what labels 
teachers, parents, and students should receive along with numerical test results. 
5.4 Summary 
 In summary, the results of this study indicate that some labels denoting the same 
level of performance on statewide assessments differ in important ways. These 
differences among labels include their tone, implied level of achievement, and the extent 
to which they are clear and encouraging. Given their widespread use, labels can be an 
asset or a liability in communicating test results and influencing teachers’, parents’, and 
students’ attitudes and beliefs about assessment. This study provides extensive 
information regarding the perceptions and preferences of these three pivotal groups to 







ACHIEVEMENT LEVEL LABELS 





Below the standards 
Did not meet grade level 
Did not pass 
Did not yet meet 
expectations 
Does not meet 
expectations 
Does not meet the 
achievement standard 
Does not meet the 
standards 
Fail - below basic 
Far below proficient 







Not meeting expectations  
Not met the achievement 
standard 
Not proficient 
Not yet meeting 
expectations 
Novice 



























Partially meeting expectations 










Meets grade level 
Meets the achievement standard 
Meets the standards 
Met expectations 
Met the achievement standard 
On track 
Pass 














Online Survey Consent Form (Teacher Version) 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research study titled “What’s in a label? 
Unpacking the meaning of achievement labels from tests.” This study is being done 
by Francis O’Donnell and Stephen Sireci from the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst.  
 
You were selected to participate in this study because you are an English language 
arts (ELA) or mathematics teacher who works in a public middle school or public 
high school. 
 
What is the purpose of this study? The purpose of this study is to get more 
information about perceptions of labels used to describe students’ performance on 
statewide tests. Currently, many different types of labels are used and little is known 
about how they are interpreted. 
 
What will I do in this study? If you agree to participate, you will be asked to 
complete an online survey. The survey will include different types of questions about 
labels and basic questions about your demographic background. We expect it will 
take you between 35 and 45 minutes to complete the survey.  
 
What are the benefits of participating? You may not directly benefit from this 
research. However, your answers may help us improve the current understanding of 
labels, which could lead to better labeling practices that would benefit students, 
teachers, and parents.  
 
What are the risks of participating? We believe there are no known risks 
associated with this study, but as with any online-related activity, the risk of a breach 
of confidentiality is always possible. To the best of our ability, your answers will 
remain confidential. We will minimize any risks by not collecting identifying 
information such as your name and date of birth, and we will keep your answers in a 
password-protected electronic format. 
 
Will I receive any compensation? If you choose to participate in the study, you will receive 
a $40 Amazon electronic gift card. At the end of the survey, you will be re-directed to a 
separate form where you can enter the email where you want to receive your gift card. That 
way, your responses will be completely separate from the email you provide. The gift card 
will be delivered within 24 hours of completing the survey.  
 
Who can I contact for more information about this study? If you have questions 
about this study or if you have a research-related problem, you may contact Francis 





545-0564 or sireci@acad.umass.edu). If you have any questions concerning your 
rights as a research participant, you may contact the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst Human Research Protection Office (HRPO) at 413-545-3428 or 
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any 
time. You are free to skip any question that you do not feel comfortable answering.  
 
By clicking “I agree” below you are indicating that you are at least 18 years old, have 
read and understood this consent form and agree to participate in this research study. 
Please print a copy of this page for your records. 
 









































Online Survey Consent Form (Parent Version) 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research study titled “What’s in a label? 
Unpacking the meaning of achievement labels from tests.” This study is being done 
by Francis O’Donnell and Stephen Sireci from the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst.  
 
You were selected to participate in this study because you have one or more children 
currently attending middle school or high school.  
 
What is the purpose of this study? The purpose of this study is to get more 
information about perceptions of labels used to describe students’ performance on 
statewide tests. Currently, many different types of labels are used and little is known 
about how they are interpreted. 
 
What will I do in this study? If you agree to participate, you will be asked to 
complete an online survey. The survey will include different types of questions about 
labels and basic questions about your demographic background. We expect it will 
take you between 35 and 45 minutes to complete the survey.  
 
What are the benefits of participating? You may not directly benefit from this 
research. However, your answers may help us improve the current understanding of 
labels, which could lead to better labeling practices that would benefit students, 
parents, and teachers. 
 
What are the risks of participating? We believe there are no known risks 
associated with this study, but as with any online-related activity, the risk of a breach 
of confidentiality is always possible. To the best of our ability, your answers will 
remain confidential. We will minimize any risks by not collecting identifying 
information such as your name and date of birth, and we will keep your answers in a 
password-protected electronic format. 
 
Will I receive any compensation? If you choose to participate in the study, you will receive 
a $30 Amazon electronic gift card. At the end of the survey, you will be re-directed to a 
separate form where you can enter the email where you want to receive your gift card. That 
way, your responses will be completely separate from the email you provide. The gift card 
will be delivered within 24 hours of completing the survey.  
 
Who can I contact for more information about this study? If you have questions 
about this study or if you have a research-related problem, you may contact Francis 
O’Donnell (508-863-1905 or frick@umass.edu) or Stephen Sireci (413-545-0564 or 
sireci@acad.umass.edu). If you have any questions concerning your rights as a 
research participant, you may contact the University of Massachusetts Amherst 







Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any 
time. You are free to skip any question that you do not feel comfortable answering.  
 
By clicking “I agree” below you are indicating that you are at least 18 years old, have 
read and understood this consent form and agree to participate in this research study. 
Please print a copy of this page for your records. 
 
     










The online survey for teachers and parents is shown below. The two versions were 
identical except for the demographic background questionnaire and minor wording 
differences (e.g., referring to “students” for teachers, “children” for parents). Whenever 








(All 28 labels for the Lowest level of performance were included in the survey.) 
 
 








(All 28 labels for the Lowest level of performance were included in the survey.) 
 





















(All 28 labels for the Lowest level of performance were included in the survey.) 
 
Participants were also asked to provide encouragement and clarity ratings for the Low 








Sociodemographic Background Questionnaire, Additional Feedback, and  
Gift Card Form (Teacher version) 
 
This is the last page of the survey! Now we just need some information about you.  
 









Select one or more of the following racial categories (select all that apply): 
American Indian or Alaska Native 
Asian 
Black or African American 




What is the highest level of education you have completed? 




















What subject areas do you currently teach? 




How many years have you been teaching? 
 
In what state do you teach? 
 
Your feedback on the labels in our survey is extremely valuable. Do you have any advice 
about how states should label the different achievement categories on statewide tests?  
 
Is there anything you would like to share about how you talk to your students about 
results from statewide tests?  
 
When you go to the next page, you will be redirected to a separate form to enter your 
preferred email to receive the $40 gift card. That way, your responses will be separate 
from your email address. 
 
 







Sociodemographic Background Questionnaire, Additional Feedback, and  
Gift Card Form (Parent version) 
 









Select one or more of the following racial categories (select all that apply): 
American Indian or Alaska Native  
Asian  
Black or African American  




What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
Less than a high school diploma  
High school diploma or GED  
Some college, no degree  
Associate degree  
Bachelor’s degree  
Master’s degree  
Professional degree  
Doctorate degree  
 




[If “Yes”] With which language do you feel most comfortable?  
English  
Language other than English 








Please enter the number of children you have in each of the grades below: 
Grade 6 __  
Grade 7 __ 
Grade 8 __  
Grade 9 __ 
Grade 10 __ 
Grade 11 __ 
Grade 12 __ 
 




Does your child have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)? If you have more than one 




Does your child have a Plan 504? If you have more than one child in middle school or 




Is your child in a "gifted", "gifted and talented", "high achievement", or "accelerated 
learning" program? If you have more than one child in middle school or high school, are 




[If “Yes”] What type of program is it? (A general description is okay.) 
 
Your feedback on the labels in our survey is extremely valuable. Do you have any advice 
about how states should label the different achievement categories on statewide tests? 
  
Is there anything you would like to share about how you talk to your child (or children) 








When you go to the next page, you will be redirected to a separate form to enter your 
preferred email to receive the $30 gift card. That way, your responses will be separate 
from your email address. 
 
 
What is your preferred email for receiving a $30 Amazon gift card? 
 
Opportunity for middle school and high school students: 
 
If you are interested and provide permission, your child may be invited to participate in a 
15-minute interview in a local public library. The interview will not involve any personal 
questions and all responses will be confidential. If your child agrees to be interviewed, he 
or she will receive a $15 Amazon gift card. Would you like to receive more information 











PARENTAL PERMISSION FORM 
Parent Permission for Minor to Participate in Research 
 
Study Title: What’s in a Label? Unpacking the Meaning of Achievement Labels from 
Tests 
 
Francis O’Donnell, B.A., and Stephen Sireci, Ph.D., from the Educational Policy, 
Research, and Administration department at the University of Massachusetts Amherst are 
conducting a research study. 
 
Your child was selected as a possible participant for a 15-minute interview because he or 
she is a student in a public middle school or high school. Your child’s participation is 
completely voluntary.   
 
What is the purpose of this study? The purpose of this study is to get more information 
about perceptions of labels used to describe students’ performance on statewide tests. 
Currently, many different types of labels are used and little is known about how they are 
interpreted. 
 
What will happen if my child takes part in this research study? 
If you agree to allow your child to participate in this study, we would ask you to: 
• Not share specific details about the labels you saw in the survey with your child to 
avoid influencing his or her opinion of the labels [this bullet will be taken out for 
parents who learn about the study through flyers posted in public libraries since those 
parents will not have take the survey]  
• Bring your child to [name of library] at a date and time of your choosing to meet with 
Ms. Francis O’Donnell 
• Be present while Ms. O’Donnell shares some information about the study with your 
child 
• If your child agrees to be interviewed, wait nearby for approximately 15 minutes 
 
If your child agrees to be interviewed, we would ask your child to do the following: 
• Follow along as Ms. O’Donnell reads 3 selections of labels  
• Answer 9 questions about which labels he or she prefers  
 
How long will my child be in the research study? Approximately 15 minutes.  
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that my child might experience from 
participating in this study? We believe there are no known risks or discomforts 
associated with the interview protocol. If your child feels uncomfortable at any point, he 






Are there any potential benefits to my child if he or she participates? Your child may 
not directly benefit from this research, but his or her answers may contribute to 
improving labeling practices in the future.  
 
Will my child receive compensation for participating? If your child agrees to be 
interviewed, he or she will receive a $15 Amazon gift card.  
 
How will information about my child’s participation be kept confidential? Any 
information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify your child 
will remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by 
law. Confidentiality will be maintained by not collecting any personal information about 
your child besides their grade and first name. Additionally, your child will not be taped or 
recorded during the interview—Ms. O’Donnell will simply jot down your child’s 
responses.  
 
What are my and my child’s rights if he or she takes part in this study? 
• You can choose whether or not you want your child to be in this study, and you may 
withdraw your permission and discontinue your child’s participation at any time. 
• Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you or your child, and no 
loss of benefits to which you or your child were otherwise entitled.   
• Your child may refuse to answer any questions that he/she does not want to answer 
and still remain in the study. 
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? If you have questions about 
this study or if you have a research-related problem, you may contact Francis O’Donnell 
(508-863-1905 or fodonnell@educ.umass.edu) or Stephen Sireci (413-545-0564 or 
sireci@acad.umass.edu). If you have any questions concerning your child’s rights as a 
research participant, you may contact the University of Massachusetts Amherst Human 
Research Protection Office (HRPO) at 413-545-3428 or humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
By typing your child’s name and your name below, you are indicating that you have read 
and understood this form and give permission for your child to participate in this research 
study. Please print a copy of this page for your records. 
 
        
Name of Child   
 
        










Assent Form for Students Between 10 and 12 Years of Age 
 
I want to tell you about a research study I am doing. A research study is a way to 
learn more about something. I want to find out more about words people use to talk 
about results from school tests. You are being asked to join the study because I want 
to know the opinion of students your age.  
 
If you agree to join this study, you will be asked to hear a list of words and tell me 
which words you prefer. This will take about 15 minutes.    
 
Your parent or guardian knows about this study and that I am asking if you would 
like to be part of it.   
 
This study might find out things that will help people use better words to talk about results 
from school tests. 
 
You will get a $15 Amazon gift card for being in this study.  
 
You do not have to join this study. It is up to you. You can say okay now and change 
your mind later. All you have to do is tell me you want to stop. No one will be mad at 
you if you don’t want to be in the study or if you join the study and change your mind 
later and ask to stop.  
 
Before you say yes or no to being in this study, I will answer any questions you have. 
If you join the study, you can ask questions at any time. Just tell me or your parents 
that you have a question. 
 
If you want to be in this study, please write your name below.  
 
 


















Assent Form for Students 13 Years of Age and Over 
 
Project Title: What’s in a Label? Unpacking the Meaning of Achievement Labels from 
Tests 
Principal Investigator: Francis O’Donnell 
 
What is a research study? 
• A research study is a way to find out new information about something.  You do not need to 
be in a research study if you don’t want to. 
 
Why are you being asked to be part of this research study? 
• You are being asked to take part in this research study because I am trying to learn more 
about words that are used to talk about results from school tests.  I am inviting you to be in 
the study because I am interested in what students in your age group think about some of 
those words.  About 30 participants will be in this study. 
 
If you join the study what will you be asked to do?  
• You will be asked to look at three lists of words about results from school tests and choose 
the words you prefer.  
• This will take about 15 minutes.  
 
How will being in this study affect me? 
• There are no anticipated risks in this study.  
• This study might find out things that will help people use better words to talk about results 
from school tests. 
 
Do your parents know about this study? 
• Your parent or guardian knows about this study and that I am asking if you would 
like to be part of it. You can talk this over with your parents before you decide.  
 
Who will see the information collected about you? 
• The information collected about you during this study will be kept safely locked up.  Nobody 
will know it except the people doing the research. 
• The answers you give will not be shared with your parents, teachers, or friends. 
 
What do you get for being in the study? 
• You will get a $15 Amazon gift card for being in this study.  
 
Do you have to be in the study? 
• You do not have to be in the study.  No one will be upset if you don’t want to do this study.  








What if you have any questions? 
• You can ask any questions that you may have about the study.  If you have a question later 
that you didn’t think of now, you or your part can contact Francis O’Donnell at (508) 863-
1905 or fodonnell@educ.umass.edu. 
• You can also take more time to think about being in the study and also talk some more with your 
parents about being in the study. 
• If you have any concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the University 
of Massachusetts Amherst Human Research Protection Office (HRPO) at (413) 545-3428 or 
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
Other information about the study: 
• If you decide to be in the study, please write your name below. 
• You can change your mind and stop being part of it at any time.  All you have to do is tell 
me.  It’s okay.   
• You will be given a copy of this paper to keep. 
 
 
If you want to be in this study, please sign your name below.  
 
 




















SURVEY FOR STUDENTS 
 
INSTRUCTIONS: There is a student in a class just like yours. The student does well in some subjects and not so well in other 
subjects. In the table below you will see a list of words a teacher might use to describe the student to his or her parent. Read each 
word and imagine how the student would feel if a teacher used that word to describe him or her. Put a check (✔) in the box that 










Words:       
In need of support 
       
Not met the 
achievement standard 
       
Did not yet meet 
expectations 
       
Inadequate 
       






DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: ENCOURAGEMENT AND CLARITY 
Table G1. Encouragement Ratings for the Lowest Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very discouraging) to 6 (Very encouraging)  
 
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 50) 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
In need of support 3.90 (1.20) 0.17 [3.56, 4.24]  3.78 (1.17) 0.16 [3.45, 4.11] 
Beginning learner 3.78 (1.22) 0.17 [3.43, 4.13]  3.30 (1.18) 0.17 [2.96, 3.64] 
Not yet meeting expectations 3.72 (1.16) 0.16 [3.39, 4.05]  3.28 (1.16) 0.16 [2.95, 3.61] 
Did not yet meet expectations 3.64 (1.27) 0.18 [3.28, 4.00]  3.02 (1.12) 0.16 [2.70, 3.34] 
Novice 3.52 (1.33) 0.19 [3.14, 3.90]  2.88 (1.12) 0.16 [2.56, 3.20] 
Not met the achievement standard 2.94 (0.96) 0.14 [2.67, 3.21]  2.84 (1.11) 0.16 [2.52, 3.16] 
Standard not met 2.88 (1.02) 0.14 [2.59, 3.17]  2.78 (1.15) 0.16 [2.45, 3.11] 
Does not meet the achievement standard 2.84 (1.06) 0.15 [2.54, 3.14]  2.78 (1.11) 0.16 [2.46, 3.10] 
Does not meet the standards 2.72 (1.20) 0.17 [2.38, 3.06]  2.62 (1.16) 0.16 [2.29, 2.95] 
Limited command 2.64 (1.01) 0.14 [2.35, 2.93]  2.44 (0.97) 0.14 [2.16, 2.72] 
Level 1 2.64 (1.26) 0.18 [2.28, 3.00]  2.58 (1.18) 0.17 [2.24, 2.92] 
Not proficient 2.56 (0.97) 0.14 [2.28, 2.84]  2.52 (1.05) 0.15 [2.22, 2.82] 
Does not meet expectations 2.50 (0.91) 0.13 [2.24, 2.76]  2.66 (1.17) 0.17 [2.33, 2.99] 
Did not meet grade level 2.48 (1.02) 0.14 [2.19, 2.77]  2.42 (1.13) 0.16 [2.10, 2.74] 
Below proficient 2.44 (1.01) 0.14 [2.15, 2.73]  2.44 (1.03) 0.15 [2.15, 2.73] 
Not meeting expectations 2.44 (0.93) 0.13 [2.18, 2.70]  2.62 (1.09) 0.15 [2.31, 2.93] 
Below the standards 2.42 (0.99) 0.14 [2.14, 2.70]  2.30 (0.97) 0.14 [2.02, 2.58] 
Minimal understanding 2.26 (0.94) 0.13 [1.99, 2.53]  2.26 (0.99) 0.14 [1.98, 2.54] 
Limited 2.18 (0.92) 0.13 [1.92, 2.44]  2.26 (1.07) 0.15 [1.96, 2.56] 
Minimal 2.04 (0.95) 0.13 [1.77, 2.31]  2.12 (1.10) 0.16 [1.81, 2.43] 
Below 1.88 (0.82) 0.12 [1.65, 2.11]  2.18 (0.94) 0.13 [1.91, 2.45] 
Did not pass 1.86 (0.86) 0.12 [1.62, 2.10]  2.12 (1.36) 0.19 [1.73, 2.51] 
Unsatisfactory 1.82 (0.96) 0.14 [1.55, 2.09]  1.82 (0.94) 0.13 [1.55, 2.09] 
Below basic 1.62 (0.75) 0.11 [1.41, 1.83]  1.88 (1.02) 0.14 [1.59, 2.17] 
Substantially below proficient 1.54 (0.71) 0.10 [1.34, 1.74]  1.76 (0.98) 0.14 [1.48, 2.04] 
Far below proficient 1.48 (0.61) 0.09 [1.31, 1.65]  1.62 (1.03) 0.15 [1.33, 1.91] 
Fail - below basic 1.26 (0.56) 0.08 [1.10, 1.42]  1.54 (1.07) 0.15 [1.24, 1.85] 





Table G2. Clarity Ratings for the Lowest Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very unclear) to 6 (Very clear)  
 
 Teachers (N = 51)  Parents (N = 50) 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
Standard not met 4.67 (1.23) 0.17 [4.32, 5.01]  3.98 (1.46) 0.21 [3.56, 4.40] 
Did not pass 4.65 (1.62) 0.23 [4.19, 5.10]  4.38 (1.58) 0.22 [3.93, 4.83] 
Does not meet the standards 4.53 (1.25) 0.18 [4.18, 4.88]  4.20 (1.34) 0.19 [3.82, 4.58] 
Did not meet grade level 4.43 (1.36) 0.19 [4.05, 4.81]  4.38 (1.24) 0.18 [4.03, 4.73] 
Not met the achievement standard 4.41 (1.44) 0.20 [4.01, 4.82]  3.9 (1.23) 0.17 [3.55, 4.25] 
Does not meet the ach. standard1 4.33 (1.38) 0.19 [3.95, 4.72]  4.26 (1.17) 0.17 [3.93, 4.59] 
In need of support 4.00 (1.39) 0.19 [3.61, 4.39]  4.42 (1.11) 0.16 [4.11, 4.74] 
Does not meet expectations 3.98 (1.41) 0.20 [3.58, 4.38]  4.38 (1.24) 0.18 [4.03, 4.73] 
Below the standards 3.92 (1.23) 0.17 [3.58, 4.27]  3.64 (1.27) 0.18 [3.28, 4.00] 
Not yet meeting expectations 3.86 (1.2) 0.17 [3.53, 4.20]  3.96 (1.29) 0.18 [3.59, 4.33] 
Not meeting expectations 3.76 (1.49) 0.21 [3.35, 4.18]  4.14 (1.2) 0.17 [3.80, 4.48] 
Did not yet meet expectations 3.73 (1.33) 0.19 [3.35, 4.10]  3.98 (1.17) 0.17 [3.65, 4.31] 
Far below proficient 3.59 (1.63) 0.23 [3.13, 4.05]  3.58 (1.51) 0.21 [3.15, 4.01] 
Substantially below proficient 3.55 (1.67) 0.23 [3.08, 4.02]  3.72 (1.50) 0.21 [3.29, 4.15] 
Fail - below basic 3.47 (1.84) 0.26 [2.95, 3.99]  3.90 (1.79) 0.25 [3.39, 4.41] 
Not proficient 3.45 (1.42) 0.20 [3.05, 3.85]  3.30 (1.30) 0.18 [2.93, 3.67] 
Below proficient 3.41 (1.44) 0.20 [3.01, 3.82]  3.40 (1.32) 0.19 [3.02, 3.78] 
Minimal understanding 3.12 (1.14) 0.16 [2.8, 3.44]  3.58 (1.21) 0.17 [3.24, 3.92] 
Beginning learner 2.88 (1.37) 0.19 [2.50, 3.27]  3.78 (1.23) 0.17 [3.43, 4.13] 
Unsatisfactory 2.84 (1.51) 0.21 [2.42, 3.27]  3.48 (1.69) 0.24 [3.00, 3.96] 
Limited command 2.53 (1.06) 0.15 [2.23, 2.83]  3.10 (1.30) 0.18 [2.73, 3.47] 
Novice 2.45 (1.33) 0.19 [2.08, 2.83]  3.16 (1.4) 0.20 [2.76, 3.56] 
Below basic 2.35 (1.34) 0.19 [1.98, 2.73]  2.80 (1.44) 0.20 [2.39, 3.21] 
Limited 2.31 (1.21) 0.17 [1.97, 2.65]  2.56 (1.25) 0.18 [2.21, 2.91] 
Level 1 2.18 (1.62) 0.23 [1.72, 2.64]  2.72 (1.51) 0.21 [2.29, 3.15] 
Inadequate 2.06 (1.39) 0.19 [1.67, 2.45]  2.92 (1.64) 0.23 [2.45, 3.39] 
Minimal 2.06 (1.3) 0.18 [1.69, 2.43]  2.8 (1.69) 0.24 [2.32, 3.28] 








Table G3. Encouragement Ratings for the Low Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very discouraging) to 6 (Very encouraging)  
 
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 50) 
Label M (SD) SE CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
Nearly met the achievement standard 4.54 (1.05) 0.15 [4.24, 4.84]  3.92 (1.16) 0.16 [3.59, 4.25] 
Pass 4.30 (1.39) 0.20 [3.91, 4.69]  4.52 (1.27) 0.18 [4.16, 4.88] 
Approaching proficient 4.28 (0.86) 0.12 [4.04, 4.52]  4.10 (0.96) 0.14 [3.83, 4.38] 
Standard nearly met 4.28 (0.99) 0.14 [4.00, 4.56]  3.80 (1.07) 0.15 [3.50, 4.10] 
Approaching expectations 4.22 (0.91) 0.13 [3.96, 4.48]  4.10 (1.13) 0.16 [3.78, 4.42] 
Satisfactory 4.22 (1.06) 0.15 [3.92, 4.52]  4.28 (1.05) 0.15 [3.98, 4.58] 
Approaching the achievement standard 4.14 (0.95) 0.13 [3.87, 4.41]  4.18 (1.08) 0.15 [3.87, 4.49] 
Approached expectations 4.08 (1.01) 0.14 [3.79, 4.37]  4.02 (1.04) 0.15 [3.72, 4.32] 
Approaches expectations 4.08 (0.83) 0.12 [3.84, 4.32]  3.94 (0.87) 0.12 [3.69, 4.19] 
Approaches grade level  4.04 (0.99) 0.14 [3.76, 4.32]  3.74 (1.07) 0.15 [3.44, 4.04] 
Approaching 3.78 (1.11) 0.16 [3.46, 4.10]  3.66 (1.26) 0.18 [3.30, 4.02] 
Developing learner 3.76 (1.12) 0.16 [3.44, 4.08]  3.74 (1.14) 0.16 [3.42, 4.06] 
Close 3.68 (1.25) 0.18 [3.32, 4.04]  3.14 (1.29) 0.18 [2.77, 3.51] 
Apprentice 3.48 (1.42) 0.20 [3.08, 3.88]  3.38 (1.29) 0.18 [3.01, 3.75] 
Level 3 3.48 (1.43) 0.20 [3.07, 3.89]  3.52 (1.16) 0.16 [3.19, 3.85] 
Partially meeting expectations 3.46 (0.93) 0.13 [3.20, 3.72]  3.60 (0.90) 0.13 [3.34, 3.86] 
Partially met expectations 3.36 (0.90) 0.13 [3.10, 3.62]  3.56 (0.88) 0.13 [3.31, 3.81] 
Partially proficient 3.36 (0.98) 0.14 [3.08, 3.64]  3.32 (1.06) 0.15 [3.02, 3.62] 
Partial command 3.10 (0.95) 0.13 [2.83, 3.37]  3.14 (1.01) 0.14 [2.85, 3.43] 
Partial understanding 3.06 (0.84) 0.12 [2.82, 3.30]  3.30 (0.93) 0.13 [3.04, 3.56] 
Approaching basic 2.76 (1.00) 0.14 [2.48, 3.04]  2.82 (1.16) 0.16 [2.49, 3.15] 
Level 2 2.42 (1.05) 0.15 [2.12, 2.72]  3.00 (1.09) 0.15 [2.69, 3.31] 
Limited knowledge 2.10 (0.74) 0.10 [1.89, 2.31]  2.26 (1.01) 0.14 [1.97, 2.55] 
Below proficient 2.08 (0.72) 0.10 [1.87, 2.29]  2.24 (1.19) 0.17 [1.90, 2.58] 
Basic 2.04 (0.92) 0.13 [1.78, 2.30]  2.64 (1.22) 0.17 [2.29, 2.99] 
Below satisfactory 1.88 (0.72) 0.10 [1.68, 2.08]  2.04 (1.09) 0.15 [1.73, 2.35] 
Fail - basic 1.22 (0.58) 0.08 [1.05, 1.39]  1.68 (1.24) 0.17 [1.33, 2.03] 







Table G4. Clarity Ratings for the Low Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very unclear) to 6 (Very clear)  
 
 Teachers (N = 51)  Parents (N = 50) 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
Pass 4.84 (1.39) 0.19 [4.45, 5.23]  4.66 (1.29) 0.18 [4.29, 5.03] 
Approaches grade level 3.94 (1.19) 0.17 [3.61, 4.28]  4.06 (1.11) 0.16 [3.74, 4.38] 
Nearly met the achievement standard 3.92 (1.26) 0.18 [3.57, 4.28]  4.18 (1.00) 0.14 [3.89, 4.47] 
Fail - basic 3.86 (1.91) 0.27 [3.33, 4.40]  3.64 (1.80) 0.26 [3.13, 4.15] 
Standard nearly met 3.86 (1.18) 0.17 [3.53, 4.20]  3.98 (1.06) 0.15 [3.68, 4.28] 
Satisfactory 3.84 (1.55) 0.22 [3.41, 4.28]  4.26 (1.40) 0.20 [3.86, 4.66] 
Approaching the achievement standard 3.82 (1.16) 0.16 [3.50, 4.15]  4.04 (1.14) 0.16 [3.72, 4.36] 
Approaching proficient 3.76 (1.14) 0.16 [3.44, 4.09]  3.80 (0.97) 0.14 [3.52, 4.08] 
Partially meeting expectations 3.71 (1.12) 0.16 [3.39, 4.02]  3.66 (1.00) 0.14 [3.38, 3.94] 
Below proficient 3.67 (1.44) 0.20 [3.26, 4.07]  3.42 (1.46) 0.21 [3.01, 3.83] 
Approaching expectations 3.63 (1.09) 0.15 [3.32, 3.94]  3.88 (0.94) 0.13 [3.61, 4.15] 
Partially met expectations 3.55 (1.22) 0.17 [3.21, 3.89]  3.7 (0.91) 0.13 [3.44, 3.96] 
Approaches expectations 3.53 (1.12) 0.16 [3.21, 3.84]  3.72 (1.2) 0.17 [3.38, 4.06] 
Partially proficient 3.53 (1.19) 0.17 [3.20, 3.86]  3.36 (0.92) 0.13 [3.10, 3.62] 
Below satisfactory 3.45 (1.46) 0.20 [3.04, 3.86]  3.72 (1.39) 0.20 [3.33, 4.11] 
Approached expectations 3.43 (1.14) 0.16 [3.11, 3.75]  3.70 (0.97) 0.14 [3.42, 3.98] 
Partial understanding 3.41 (1.19) 0.17 [3.08, 3.75]  3.5 (0.91) 0.13 [3.24, 3.76] 
Developing learner 3.12 (1.39) 0.20 [2.73, 3.51]  3.32 (1.11) 0.16 [3.00, 3.64] 
Partial command 2.88 (1.09) 0.15 [2.58, 3.19]  3.16 (1.00) 0.14 [2.88, 3.44] 
Level 3 2.84 (1.68) 0.24 [2.36, 3.32]  2.88 (1.48) 0.21 [2.46, 3.30] 
Approaching 2.82 (1.38) 0.19 [2.44, 3.21]  3.02 (1.42) 0.20 [2.62, 3.42] 
Limited knowledge 2.73 (1.04) 0.15 [2.43, 3.02]  3.00 (1.14) 0.16 [2.68, 3.32] 
Level 2 2.7 (1.66) 0.23 [2.23, 3.17]  2.76 (1.35) 0.19 [2.38, 3.14] 
Approaching basic 2.67 (1.18) 0.16 [2.34, 3.00]  2.84 (1.33) 0.19 [2.46, 3.22] 
Basic 2.67 (1.47) 0.21 [2.25, 3.08]  2.82 (1.55) 0.22 [2.38, 3.26] 
Apprentice 2.49 (1.35) 0.19 [2.11, 2.87]  2.68 (1.17) 0.17 [2.35, 3.01] 






Table G5. Encouragement Ratings for the Medium Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very 
discouraging) to 6 (Very encouraging)  
 
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 47) 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
Mastery 5.78 (0.42) 0.06 [5.66, 5.90]  5.47 (0.80) 0.12 [5.23, 5.70] 
Met expectations 5.00 (0.97) 0.14 [4.72, 5.28]  4.6 (1.01) 0.15 [4.30, 4.89] 
Meets the standards 4.84 (0.93) 0.13 [4.57, 5.11]  4.64 (0.99) 0.14 [4.35, 4.93] 
Meets expectations 4.82 (1.02) 0.14 [4.53, 5.11]  4.64 (1.01) 0.15 [4.34, 4.93] 
Meets the ach. standard 4.70 (1.07) 0.15 [4.39, 5.01]  4.83 (0.94) 0.14 [4.55, 5.11] 
Met the ach. standard 4.68 (1.02) 0.14 [4.39, 4.97]  4.74 (1.01) 0.15 [4.45, 5.04] 
Proficient learner 4.68 (1.06) 0.15 [4.38, 4.98]  4.57 (1.10) 0.16 [4.25, 4.90] 
Meeting expectations 4.66 (1.02) 0.14 [4.37, 4.95]  4.45 (1.00) 0.15 [4.15, 4.74] 
Meets grade level 4.58 (1.09) 0.15 [4.27, 4.89]  4.53 (0.97) 0.14 [4.25, 4.82] 
Pass - proficient 4.58 (1.18) 0.17 [4.24, 4.92]  4.55 (1.04) 0.15 [4.25, 4.86] 
Standard met 4.48 (1.16) 0.16 [4.15, 4.81]  4.32 (1.07) 0.16 [4.01, 4.63] 
Proficient 4.46 (1.13) 0.16 [4.14, 4.78]  4.64 (1.09) 0.16 [4.32, 4.96] 
Pass 4.42 (1.39) 0.20 [4.03, 4.81]  4.43 (1.12) 0.16 [4.10, 4.75] 
Ready 4.14 (1.33) 0.19 [3.76, 4.52]  4.02 (1.29) 0.19 [3.64, 4.40] 
On track 4.10 (1.18) 0.17 [3.76, 4.44]  4.3 (1.23) 0.18 [3.94, 4.66] 
Sufficient command 3.96 (1.16) 0.16 [3.63, 4.29]  4.06 (1.07) 0.16 [3.75, 4.38] 
Level 4 3.71 (1.70) 0.24 [3.23, 4.20]  4.13 (1.33) 0.19 [3.74, 4.52] 
Level 3 3.37 (1.35) 0.19 [2.98, 3.75]  3.62 (1.24) 0.18 [3.25, 3.98] 
Note. One teacher and three parents were excluded from the analysis for providing the 








Table G6. Clarity Ratings for the Medium Labels on a Scale from 1 (Very unclear) to 6 
(Very clear)  
 
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 49) 
Label M (SD) SE 95% CI  M (SD) SE 95% CI 
Mastery 5.20 (1.20) 0.17 [4.86, 5.54]  5.10 (1.26) 0.18 [4.74, 5.46] 
Meets grade level 5.06 (0.98) 0.14 [4.78, 5.34]  4.67 (1.05) 0.15 [4.37, 4.97] 
Standard met 4.94 (1.04) 0.15 [4.64, 5.24]  4.37 (1.11) 0.16 [4.05, 4.69] 
Met the ach. standard 4.92 (1.21) 0.17 [4.58, 5.26]  4.73 (1.02) 0.15 [4.44, 5.03] 
Meets the standards 4.90 (1.09) 0.15 [4.59, 5.21]  4.67 (0.99) 0.14 [4.39, 4.96] 
Meets the ach. standard 4.84 (1.04) 0.15 [4.55, 5.13]  4.78 (1.05) 0.15 [4.48, 5.08] 
Pass 4.66 (1.30) 0.18 [4.29, 5.03]  4.65 (1.16) 0.17 [4.32, 4.99] 
Proficient 4.66 (1.15) 0.16 [4.33, 4.99]  4.43 (1.31) 0.19 [4.05, 4.80] 
Pass - proficient 4.64 (1.12) 0.16 [4.32, 4.96]  4.45 (1.08) 0.15 [4.14, 4.76] 
Met expectations 4.60 (1.36) 0.19 [4.21, 4.99]  4.53 (1.16) 0.17 [4.20, 4.86] 
Meets expectations 4.58 (1.2) 0.17 [4.24, 4.92]  4.63 (0.97) 0.14 [4.35, 4.91] 
Meeting expectations 4.48 (1.15) 0.16 [4.15, 4.81]  4.47 (1.17) 0.17 [4.13, 4.81] 
Proficient learner 4.38 (1.09) 0.15 [4.07, 4.69]  4.29 (1.04) 0.15 [3.99, 4.58] 
On track 3.48 (1.23) 0.17 [3.13, 3.83]  3.67 (1.45) 0.21 [3.26, 4.09] 
Sufficient command 3.38 (1.24) 0.18 [3.03, 3.73]  3.86 (1.24) 0.18 [3.50, 4.21] 
Ready 3.32 (1.46) 0.21 [2.90, 3.74]  3.27 (1.72) 0.25 [2.77, 3.76] 
Level 4 3.31 (1.84) 0.26 [2.78, 3.83]  3.43 (1.66) 0.24 [2.95, 3.90] 
Level 3 3.16 (1.75) 0.25 [2.66, 3.67]  3.20 (1.51) 0.22 [2.77, 3.64] 
Note. One teacher and one parent were excluded from the analysis for providing the same 








PREFERENCE RATES AND RANKS 
Table H1. Preference Rates and Ranks for the Lowest Labels 
 
 Teachers (N = 51)  Parents (N = 46)  Students (N = 24) 
 % Rank  % Rank  % Rank 
In need of support 41.2% 1.0  47.8% 1.0  75.0% 1.0 
Not yet meeting expectations 37.3% 2.0  23.9% 4.0  37.5% 2.5 
Beginning learner 29.4% 3.0  37.0% 2.0  20.8% 4.0 
Did not yet meet expectations 27.5% 4.0  23.9% 4.0  37.5% 2.5 
Not meeting expectations 13.7% 6.0  15.2% 8.5  8.3% 12.0 
Does not meet the ach. stand. 13.7% 6.0  13.0% 10.0  4.2% 17.0 
Minimal understanding 13.7% 6.0  10.9% 11.5  4.2% 17.0 
Not met the ach. stand. 11.8% 8.5  17.4% 6.5  0.0% 24.5 
Standard not met 11.8% 8.5  8.7% 13.0  0.0% 24.5 
Novice 9.8% 12.0  23.9% 4.0  12.5% 7.5 
Did not meet grade level 9.8% 12.0  17.4% 6.5  12.5% 7.5 
Not proficient 9.8% 12.0  4.3% 16.5  12.5% 7.5 
Does not meet the standards 9.8% 12.0  2.2% 20.5  12.5% 7.5 
Limited command 9.8% 12.0  15.2% 8.5  0.0% 24.5 
Did not pass 7.8% 15.5  2.2% 20.5  12.5% 7.5 
Below proficient 7.8% 15.5  2.2% 20.5  8.3% 12.0 
Below the standards 5.9% 17.5  6.5% 14.5  8.3% 12.0 
Level 1 5.9% 17.5  10.9% 11.5  4.2% 17.0 
Fail - below basic 3.9% 20.5  2.2% 20.5  4.2% 17.0 
Limited 3.9% 20.5  6.5% 14.5  0.0% 24.5 
Unsatisfactory 3.9% 20.5  2.2% 20.5  0.0% 24.5 
Substantially below proficient 3.9% 20.5  0.0% 26.0  0.0% 24.5 
Does not meet expectations 2.0% 24.5  4.3% 16.5  4.2% 17.0 
Minimal 2.0% 24.5  2.2% 20.5  4.2% 17.0 
Below basic 2.0% 24.5  0.0% 26.0  0.0% 24.5 
Far below proficient 2.0% 24.5  0.0% 26.0  0.0% 24.5 
Below 0.0% 27.5  0.0% 26.0  12.5% 7.5 










Table H2. Preference Rates and Ranks for the Low Labels 
 
 Teachers (N = 51)  Parents (N = 45)  Students (N = 24) 
 % Rank  % Rank  % Rank 
Approaching the ach. standard 35.3% 1.0  35.6% 1.0  8.3% 13.0 
Approaching expectations 33.3% 2.0  11.1% 10.0  8.3% 13.0 
Partially meeting expectations 29.4% 3.0  8.9% 13.0  8.3% 13.0 
Developing learner 27.5% 4.0  31.1% 3.0  37.5% 3.0 
Partially proficient 25.5% 5.0  11.1% 10.0  0.0% 24.5 
Nearly met the ach. standard 17.6% 7.0  13.3% 8.0  25.0% 4.0 
Standard nearly met 17.6% 7.0  8.9% 13.0  16.7% 6.0 
Partial understanding 17.6% 7.0  17.8% 6.0  12.5% 9.0 
Partially met expectations 13.7% 9.0  6.7% 16.0  4.2% 18.5 
Apprentice 11.8% 10.5  6.7% 16.0  16.7% 6.0 
Approaching proficient 11.8% 10.5  20.0% 5.0  4.2% 18.5 
Pass 7.8% 13.0  24.4% 4.0  41.7% 1.5 
Approached expectations 7.8% 13.0  8.9% 13.0  12.5% 9.0 
Limited knowledge 7.8% 13.0  2.2% 24.0  4.2% 18.5 
Satisfactory 5.9% 16.0  33.3% 2.0  41.7% 1.5 
Approaches grade level 5.9% 16.0  11.1% 10.0  4.2% 18.5 
Level 2 5.9% 16.0  0.0% 26.5  0.0% 24.5 
Approaches expectations 3.9% 19.0  6.7% 16.0  12.5% 9.0 
Level 3 3.9% 19.0  15.6% 7.0  8.3% 13.0 
Approaching 3.9% 19.0  4.4% 20.0  4.2% 18.5 
Close 2.0% 22.0  4.4% 20.0  16.7% 6.0 
Below satisfactory 2.0% 22.0  4.4% 20.0  8.3% 13.0 
Partial command 2.0% 22.0  4.4% 20.0  0.0% 24.5 
Basic 0.0% 25.5  2.2% 24.0  4.2% 18.5 
Below proficient 0.0% 25.5  4.4% 20.0  0.0% 24.5 
Approaching basic 0.0% 25.5  2.2% 24.0  0.0% 24.5 














Table H3. Preference Rates and Ranks for the Medium Labels 
 
 Teachers (N = 50)  Parents (N = 47)  Students (N = 24) 
 % Rank  % Rank  % Rank 
Mastery 46.0% 1.0  38.3% 1.0  37.5% 3.0 
Proficient 34.0% 2.0  27.7% 3.0  8.3% 13.0 
Meets the ach. standard 26.0% 3.0  29.8% 2.0  12.5% 9.5 
Met the achievement standard 24.0% 4.0  14.9% 10.0  12.5% 9.5 
Meeting expectations 20.0% 5.5  23.4% 6.0  16.7% 6.0 
Meets grade level 20.0% 5.5  19.1% 8.0  12.5% 9.5 
Proficient learner 18.0% 7.5  25.5% 4.5  45.8% 2.0 
Sufficient command 18.0% 7.5  8.5% 13.5  4.2% 16.0 
On track 14.0% 10.5  25.5% 4.5  54.2% 1.0 
Meets expectations 14.0% 10.5  14.9% 10.0  16.7% 6.0 
Pass - proficient 14.0% 10.5  8.5% 13.5  4.2% 16.0 
Standard met 14.0% 10.5  6.4% 15.0  4.2% 16.0 
Met expectations 10.0% 13.5  14.9% 10.0  25.0% 4.0 
Meets the standards 10.0% 13.5  10.6% 12.0  8.3% 13.0 
Pass 8.0% 15.0  4.3% 16.5  16.7% 6.0 
Ready 4.0% 16.5  2.1% 18.0  12.5% 9.5 
Level 4 4.0% 16.5  21.3% 7.0  8.3% 13.0 
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